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For My Grandpa Ted…

Who taught me to freeze my cookies.

Chapter 1

 

“Well this is not ideal.” Naomi watched her blood flow down her hand and onto the floor. She looked down at the book on her table, and somewhat expected lightning to crack outside, giving her the light to read it by. This isn’t a book, you moron. Things like that don’t really happen. No longer expecting ominous natural assistance, she lit the candle she had put out a few minutes earlier by falling into it, the scent of blood and metal soon filling the air. I was lucky that I only cut myself when I tripped and didn’t burn my notes or something.

 There was a bit of blood on the pages, but she managed to make out the rest of the words. Measuring the final ingredient, she sighed. “It should be fine. It’s only a little blood, right? If anything, the spell doesn’t work. That’s all…”

Having reassured herself, she dumped the last ingredient in. A huge blast of light threw her backwards into the wall. Hazily, her vision swimming black and the taste of copper in her mouth, she saw the surrounding wreckage. Everything was knocked over, and ingredients were spilled all over the floor. “This… could be very bad. I should clean this up…” As she tried to move, her stomach dropped and the darkness that had been in the edges of her vision embraced her.

***

Naomi’s eyes seemed glued together. Slowly, she managed to crack them open. What am I doing in the basement? The sharp pang in her hand reminded her. Against the protests of her aching neck, she looked around. To her surprise, it was not as much of a wreck as she had imagined. All the ingredients were where they had been before the blast, and the remnants of her ritual were gone. Picking up the candlestick, in its place beside the book of magic she’d borrowed from the library, she turned it in her hand. It was clean, the traces of crimson and brown no longer on it.

Suspiciously, she pulled herself to her feet. Upon standing, she gave herself a minute to let her head clear and waiting for the room to stop spinning. She shuffled forward, unimaginably stiff. Reaching the stairs, she looked up and groaned. As stiff as she was, the fifteen stairs would be quite a pain.

She made her way up, one agonizingly slow step at a time. She scowled as impatience consumed her. Finally, she reached the top and looked around. Is this really my house? It’s so… so… clean. Everything was in its place, and there was no dust collected on the surfaces.

Naomi had the time to clean her house, and she liked to think she had the motivation, but every time she started, she got sucked into the portal of one of her many beloved books. She rode on the backs of dragons far away from the duster and broom, and frolicked in the lands of fantasy along with satyrs, nymphs, and centaurs. She loved reading about adventures and quests, dystopias, utopias, science fiction, or contemporary fiction; practically any book she could get her hands on. But as much as she loved to read about them, she did not want to go on an adventure. She was quite content to stay at home and read about other people’s adventures in the safety of her bed, thank you very much.

Casting this spell had been the most adventurous thing she had ever done. Running to her room of books, she frantically skimmed the bindings for the author she was looking for. Finding the name, she traced her finger along the edges of the books until she found the blue, hardcover book she had been hoping for. Aha! Here you are, my precious.

Opening it, she heard the crackle of the new binding, and put her face between the pages to soak in the glorious smell of a new book. Sighing happily, she clutched it to her chest and walked through the hall to her bedroom. Pulling her chestnut hair out of the braid and letting it fall in waves down her back, she curled up in the blankets and began to read.

At 11 o’clock, she could barely pull herself away. Longingly, she looked at her book, then back at the clock. It was time for her to get ready for work, but she most certainly did not want to leave it, not even for the job she loved. She’d been waiting for that book for nearly 10 years and had cast a spell to get it at all. But the people need me. How will they find their books without a trusty librarian to guide them?

Pulling on her boots, she got ready to go out the door. It was finally becoming boot season, not that the seasons stopped her from wearing boots all year long. They just felt better, and her fashion was her choice. Who cares what other people think, anyway? She marveled silently at how easily she had found her boots. Usually she had to spend at least five minutes rummaging through the avalanche of mismatched footwear, but they were all lined up like little leather rows of corn.

Slinging her satchel over her shoulder, she placed her hand on the doorknob, and glanced longingly back at the hall that led to her book. Steeling herself against the words’ tantalizing advances, she turned the handle and stepped outside into the brisk fall air.

Instead of the chaos of New York City she expected, there was only silence. Bringing her hand to her mouth, Naomi gasped in the way of a scream, no sound coming out of her mouth while a chorus of horror resounded in her head. In front of her house, a dog lay morosely next to a body with the pallor of death. Blonde hair draped gracefully over one arm that her head rested on, the girl’s legs seemed to have simply given out on her as she dropped, dying instantly in the fall.

As if I didn’t want to stay home bad enough already… But I can’t. I need the money. People in the real world DO need to eat, you moron. It’s not like this is the first body you’ve seen, there was that one man in the alley last Winter who froze to death. Glancing down at her purse and biting her lip, she sighed. I’ll call the police when I get to work. My cell is probably dead, if I have it at all. Bracing herself, she cast wary glances at the body as she walked down the sidewalk. A little ways past it, she breathed a sigh of relief. 

Well at least that’s over with. Stupid girl, why did you have to die in front of my house. Of all the ones to choose… She lived in a wealthy, quiet neighborhood. Well, as quiet as neighborhoods got in New York, that is. She had gotten the house fairly cheap as it was a little run-down. Just like Nick in Gatsby… Although I don’t want people to start getting shot around here, that would be terribly inconvenient.

She continued on and got ready to cross the street when she saw the car. It was smashed into the telephone pole. Windows shattered and frame bent, it was clear it had been moving much too fast. A young teenage boy slumped over the wheel, his brown hair coated in blood. Two in one day? What is this? Is my life a mystery book now? No. No, we are NOT going on adventures. Straight to work, then straight home. That’s all. 

Briskly walking on her way, she ignored the young man in the car as she passed, noting the number of the nearest house and adding a mental note to mention it in her 911 call. Looking back, it occurred to her he might still be living and in need of help. She bit her lip, then glanced at the simple watch on her wrist. No time for that. Somebody else will find him.

At the third body she came across, her heart skipped a beat. Two was low enough to be a coincidence, but three? No. What is going on? What should I do!?

Her breath caught in her throat, adrenaline coursing through her veins. As panicked tears streamed down her face, she raced to the library. Her racing heart dropped when she saw it. Her precious library was no more. They had replaced it—not with a museum or anything worthwhile, but with a parking lot for the college nearby. Years ago, there had been a petition to replace it, but it had never come to anything. The plans still sat on the city council desk, but because of the outcry of the students, the library had remained untouched, and a parking ramp built where the old, condemned jail had sat for years.

They had miraculously completed something from the past. What is started must be completed… No. No, it couldn’t be! I targeted the book in that spell! It was only supposed to make that author finish the last book! Now look what I have done… She had deprived the school of books it sorely needed… and she had killed people; who knew how many?

The taste of bile filled her mouth. Turning around, she ran back to her house as quickly as she could, the world seeming to press in around her as she gasped for breath. I did this. I did all of this, however it happened. I killed people! The police will find me… I can’t let them find me. I can’t! Who knows what they’ll do to me! I have to hide…

She didn’t even stop once on the way home to take in the silent chaos around her—the death, the rot, and the abandonment. She  didn’t stop to notice the trees planned to be planted on arbor day many years ago, the repainted signs, or the fixed-up houses, abandoned hopes brought to life.

Everything was different, and quite frankly, she didn’t like it. Whipping through her door as fast as she could, she slammed it and slid down until she was resting on the floor, her head in her hands while she wept tears of panic and sorrow. “This is the worst day ever…” She didn’t say it to anyone in particular. Rather, she hoped that nobody heard her.

It’s okay, nobody will know that it was you. Nobody will suspect the quiet little librarian of… of… how bad is this, anyway? Maybe it’s just around here! Maybe it will be passed off as a freak accident and forgotten… So some people died. It was going to happen sooner or later, right?

She rummaged through her purse to find the smartphone that she paid no mind to unless she needed to avoid those who thought the lack of a device was an invitation for conversation, or when a particularly interesting ebook was coming out. She despised ebooks, but some authors exclusively published in that medium, and there was no way she was going to miss out on potentially amazing books simply out of stubbornness.

Crawling over to the closet door, she hesitantly stood. Her legs trembled, threatening to give out on her, but she pressed on, one foot in front of the other until she reached the safe warmth of her bed and the steady current of her charger. Plugging in the device, she waited merely a moment before turning it on. She watched the screen flip through the multiple companies that gave her Internet, which she needed, and phone service, which she tolerated.

As her phone buzzed to life, Naomi nearly jumped out of her skin. More than 20 text messages appeared on her screen, along with a slew of missed calls.

Where are you?

Naomi! Are you safe?

We can’t find your brother.

Naomi, this isn’t funny, answer your phone!

Naomi?

Naomi! Please…

Please…

All the text messages had the same desperate tone. She sighed as her heart sank further into her stomach, threatening to send another wave of acid up her throat with each pulse. She wished dearly that she could go back in time to that morning when things were simple and she was merely enjoying her book. But… how? How had the police not found them yet? And more… how on earth did I kill people with such a simple spell? She repeated the phrase in her head. What is started must be finished. What is started… must be finished.

Her eyebrows creasing together, she debated texting her mother. Should she let her know that she is okay at the risk of someone finding out she is alive? Rationally, she figured at least someone had seen her out that morning, but maybe they hadn’t recognized her. Unlikely, but… at least I can hope.

Shaking the thought out of her head, she exited her messages and went to Google. She couldn’t find the app on her phone, which was odd, but her phone was about as well organized as a pit of vipers—categories and topics melded together into one giant, tangled mess. Clicking on the browser app that came with her phone, she typed the address into the search bar. She didn’t like other search engines very much, she was just more comfortable with the way Google worked. Other search engines gave her mild anxiety.

Error 404. Page not found.

She tried again.

Error 404. Page not found.

She tried Bing instead, and it came up just fine. Sighing and making a mental apology to the infamous Google gods who strike you down dead for using other engines, she searched for current news. Reading the first story, she gave in and threw up into the trashcan by her nightstand. The president was dead. The Queen of England was dead. Other important people were dead. On top of that, nearly an estimated two billion people dropped dead unexpectedly last night. 

Laying in a pool of vomit and tears, she sobbed herself to sleep, bemoaning all that was, and all that never would be.

The world as she knew it was gone.

 

Chapter 2

 

Agent Asker strode through the hall as fast as his gangly legs could carry him, which was more than fast enough to catch up to his superior. “Miller!” His breath was short as he gasped for air. “Miller I—”

“Agent Miller or Mrs. Miller please, Agent Asker.”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry. Mrs. Miller, I heard that—” She raised her eyebrows, so he cut his words short. “Thank you.”

“Thank you?”

“For letting me into the field.”

Narrowing her eyes, she sighed. “Asker, the world is in complete and utter chaos. The President is dead. The Vice President is dead. The country is in shambles, more than half of our wealth is missing, and you say thank you?”

His face dropped into a mask covering his emotions as he straightened his posture. “My apologies Mrs. Miller.”

She smiled and patted his arm gently, looking him straight in the eyes. The combination of the gesture and lightly floral perfume reminded him vaguely of his grandma. “Knock ‘em dead. I know how long you’ve wanted this.”

He grinned and tried not to bound to his office. He knew he shouldn’t be so happy. After all, this opportunity came from the jaws of calamity. I still feel happy though… wonder how bad of a person that makes me?

Getting to his office, he sat down at his computer. Finally, I get to do research on my own case, instead of somebody else’s! He logged in using his fingerprint and retinal scan along with his 23 character password. Of all the computers in the Agency, his was probably the most secure. His higher-ups had told him that he’d lose interest after a while and disable some security features, but he couldn’t believe anyone would do that, least of all himself. He was still so excited to be working for the FBI, and the security measures kind of helped him internalize it.

They’ll catch on to you eventually, so enjoy it while you can. His inner voice was not the most upbeat; in fact it was rather morose and pessimistic most of the time. They’ll find out you aren’t that smart. Shoving the anxious thoughts down as far as he could, his fingers still trembled over the keyboard. This was his first field assignment, and it was an important one. If he failed, the world might get worse. If he succeeded, he could save it all.

Unable to really focus, he stood up momentarily and paced back and forth across his office. He had started here just over a year ago and risen through the ranks fairly quickly. No matter how exponential his rise, how high his IQ, or how stellar his record, though, they never put him in the field. Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes and brought his mind under control. They’ll never put you back in the field if you can’t function when it’s needed. Focus! Sit down, open the browser, and go. Research. Run searches. You’ve done this hundreds of thousands of times for other people; just focus and you’ll be okay.

He sat down, cracked each of the knuckles on his fingers, then stretched his arms above his head. Staring at his screen, he took a deep breath. Where to start? The symptoms, I guess. Look at the symptoms and find the cause. Looking at the news feeds, his stomach sank as his mind went numb, everything beginning to feel unreal and like a horrible dream.

Flipping through story after story, all he saw was death, disappearances, and thievery. Riots rampaged in the streets of most major cities. Most of the world leaders had dropped dead in their offices or homes. Many other important people were missing. People turned up missing or randomly relocated, and others had their bank accounts drained. Nearly the entire U.S. Treasury was emptied, as were the prisons—some prisoners dead, some running rampant. What on Earth could have caused this? In one night?

Shaking his head, he continued to flip through the pages, reading story after story of destruction. If it weren’t for all the dead bodies, he’d have said it was the rapture, finally happening after all these years. Just to be sure, he looked at the religion of some of those who had died. Seeing more than one Muslim and Hindu on the list, he figured that he was safe and didn’t need to be rethinking his salvation.

Suddenly, as feeling returned to his body and his mind sharpened, he whipped out his phone. With all these people dead, he needed to check on his family. 

Dad?! Please tell me you are okay. The wait was agony as he stared at the screen of his phone, biting his lip. He refreshed a couple times before shutting the screen off and trying to focus on the computer. He couldn’t help looking over at his phone more often than the monitor. Finally, it lit up.

I’m okay, son. Glad to hear from you. And before you ask, yes, your brother is fine. He breathed a sigh of relief. 

I’ve been at work since noon yesterday and didn’t really hear about what was going on. You know how tight it is here… no info in, no info out.

I know. That’s why I didn’t text. Didn’t want to get you in trouble.

He smiled. Thanks dad. I’m just glad you’re okay. Love you

Love you too, son. Come visit your senile old man soon, okay?

Grinning and letting out a deep breath, he agreed to the request with a smile. I’m glad he’s okay. I’m not sure what I’d do without him. He spent every weekend he could at his dad’s apartment, still in his old bedroom. Other adults might balk at the idea, but there was no way he could go without seeing him every so often. Ever since his mother had abandoned them, they had been a team against the world, and nothing but death could tear them apart. He pulled his eyes back to the screen grateful not to have been caught with his phone, though he was sure the Agency would have understood with current circumstances as they were. 

Blinking, he squinted at the screen and frowned, tilting his head. Flipping suspiciously through the pages, he nodded slowly, gradually gaining speed as confidence rose. The times… all the times! He went back through the pages another time and verified it, but he was sure. The president had died around a quarter after midnight. The Queen of England had died around a quarter after six. Checking through a few more, and even some smaller news stories about people that dropped dead in the street, he realized that they had all died at the same time, spread across all the time zones.

Not only had it all happened in one night, it had all happened within the hour, and he suspected within the minute. So what could have caused that, other than magic?

He ran a few numbers, his eyebrows raising as the numbers did on his screen. There were nearly a billion reported deaths alone. He was sure the real number was double that at least, and possibly triple, accounting for those who hadn’t been found or weren’t important enough to make the news. There didn’t seem to be much correlation between them—they were people from all walks of life; poor, wealthy, religious, atheist, man, woman, child… Whatever plague it was, it did not discriminate.

Shaking his head, he slumped a little in his chair. How could I ever figure out what caused this? Was it some form of extreme virus? Why did it kill everyone at the same time?

No, this couldn’t be done except by a few things he’d only read about in science fiction or fantasy. He pulled up the President’s autopsy report, as he was someone that would surely be analyzed as thoroughly as possible.

There was nothing. No puncture wounds anywhere except one scrape that was said to have been caused by a table as he fell. His heart and internal organs were all healthy, and there was nothing wrong with him physically. His blood was normal. He had half expected to have seen nanobots or something in the report, or something that could have been used as a kill switch. But how would they have gotten to that many people? It would have been an expensive crime—and to what gain? Even in this state, the world would not accept a dictator, and there didn’t seem to be any other reason to wipe out that many people.

So… what? Some form of freak accident? Odd phenomena? That gave him an idea. He looked for shifts in the Earth and weird natural phenomena. Why not? It’s not like this is something normal, and I don’t exactly have any other leads…

He found a couple hurricanes that had been over the ocean, but that wasn’t exactly unusual. There had been a minor earthquake in South America, too, but it hadn’t even damaged any houses. Finally, he found something. Blast in NYC Suburb Breaks Windows Around Midnight, Mysteriously Repaired By Morning. That sounds promising.

After doing a little digging, his pursed lips gradually formed a slight smirk. Very promising indeed. I think I will go check it out…

 

He jumped out of his seat and began packing a briefcase. Walking up onto the roof, he reveled in the perks of being on assignment. He checked in at the desk and hopped into the helicopter. They would take him to the airport, and from there he could go where he needed. It would still be a bit of a taxi ride, but he could at least do the research much quicker than waiting for flights out of DC to be running again.

Securely buckled into his seat, he pulled out his laptop and clacked on the keys, trying to secure a radius in the suburb based on the people interviewed. Watching the video, he groaned as he realized that some of these people were clearly lying. Trying to sort out the truth from the lies was difficult on this one, as there was no proof at all that anything had changed at all, almost as if whatever phenomena caused the blast had sucked back in and repaired everything. Who knows…

By the time the helicopter had landed in JFK, he had it mostly narrowed down. It wasn’t a very big suburb, but since most of the people interviewed were college students, he figured that it was on the side of town near the campus. That didn’t leave too many houses to ask questions of, though it was still quite a few. Maybe one of them had more information.

His stomach sank as his taxi navigated through the riots in the streets. People screamed and waved things—guns, signs, and even the occasional yard tool. There were burning houses, downed power lines, and crashed cars all around him. It looked like a scene out of an apocalypse movie, not something that should actually be happening. Not to me, anyway… not for real.

Navigating through the wreckage, the taxi driver was mostly quiet. “You gonna put a stop to this?”

“I’m gonna try. I’m Agent Asker.”

“I’m Ol’ Tim, ‘s what they call me.”

He had to give a slight smile. The older man’s chest puffed when he said his own nickname. Clearly it had been bestowed by someone beloved. “It’s nice to meet you, though I would have loved for it to have been under different circumstances.”

“Me too. Y’know what I think? I think it’s God punishin’ us. Think he killed the bad’uns and left the rest to think ‘bout what they done.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. That’s what I think.”

“Hm… I’ll keep that in mind. I like to believe it might be something we can fix, though.” That is not at all what happened. But I don’t want to get in a religious argument with you.

He nodded, staring out the window. “That’s good. You keep tryin’. Maybe I’m wrong. Could be…” The silence between them was wistful, hanging between them like a weight. Once out of the city and into the suburbs, the riots quieted down. In fact, everything quieted down. Could almost hear the crickets in this silence…

The further they got from the airport, the quieter it got. Finally, they reached the campus. The wind blew the leaves in the trees, the quiet rustle sounding like thunder in the silence around him. He paid and waved to the cabbie, who drove away. When the rumbling engine was gone, the agent closed his eyes and listened quietly. 

From one of the brick buildings he heard muffled wails. Sighing, he walked towards the noise. Might as well start there. At least I know they’re alive.

Chapter 3

 

A few fat raindrops hit her window as Naomi curled tighter beneath her blankets. She couldn’t focus on her book. Every tiny noise sounded like a siren or footsteps. She almost wanted to run to live with her mother a few states away; pretending nothing had ever happened. Mom would understand… right? Understand might not be the right word…

She started packing a suitcase. What do I need… Uh… clothes? Yes, I need clothes. Frantically, she grabbed them out of the closet. A couple pairs of pants, a couple shirts—Wait, what if…?

Naomi waited a couple minutes. She turned and faced the wall, then turned back and sighed. Well that’s not ideal. If only that curse would have packed my bags for me. Oh, well…

She turned around, spinning from thing to thing, deciding what to take. She threw things in her bags in a frenzy, not paying too much attention to what exactly it was.

Suddenly, there it was. A faint thumping from the direction of the front door. Her stomach sank as adrenaline dumped into her system. Arms and legs trembling, she crept to the end of the hall and peeked towards the door.

Thump, thump, thump. “Agent Asker, FBI. Is there a… Naomi Cortez here?”

Her heart nearly jumped through the roof. Definitely not ideal. How did they find me?! More importantly… how can I run away without him seeing me? Or do I play it cool… what do I do? I didn’t sign up for this! I just wanted to read my book!

She had only read about this kind of thing in her thrillers. Shaking her head, she tried to focus and make a decision. The black haze began to creep in around the edges of her vision. No… no, no no! But it was too late. She slumped over sideways and crashed to the floor.

Outside, Agent Asker put the briefcase on the ground, slammed through the door, and knelt on the floor beside her. He gently checked her head for any cracks or bumps. Finding nothing, he stroked the hair out of her face and started counting the seconds until she woke up. Finally, her light brown eyes cracked open, her pupils dilating until they hid nearly all of her iris.

“Who… Who are…”

“I’m Agent Ramses Asker from the FBI. What’s your name? Do you know where you are?”

“You know my name, you asked for me.” Inwardly, she beat herself up. That was your chance to escape, you nitwit. What’d you go and tell him who you were for? “FBI, huh? Your name’s kinda a pun. I like it…” What are you doing?! Stop talking, Naomi! You don’t have to talk without your lawyer! Of course, you probably killed your lawyer, but—

She looked up into his dark eyes, sucking her in like a tar pit until she noticed that his eyebrows were as high as the tax rates recently. “I said all that out loud, didn’t I?”

“That you did.” He smiled grimly. “Killed your lawyer, huh? I think we need to talk.”

Groaning, she sat up. My head is killing me. “I promise this is better than it looks.”

When both of them were seated at her table, he looked at her. “You’ve already admitted to a crime, albeit very ambiguously while not quite coherent. Nonetheless, I can put you in handcuffs if need be.”

“No you can’t, you don’t have a warrant and I’m free to leave at any time.”

“You sure know your rights. Your boyfriend a lawyer? Or do you have a criminal record?” Somehow he couldn’t bring himself to believe the woman in front of him was anything other than a somewhat delirious woman. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but she seemed… innocent.

“Dating? Ew. Real men are gross. No offense, of course.” Ramses opened his mouth to say something, but she put her hand up and continued. “I know, I know, I just haven’t met the right one, you’ll change me, I’ve heard the spiel. I’ll stick to my fictional men, thanks. They have manners. Don’t bust down doors.” She paused pensively, then shrugged. “Usually.”

“You read a lot, then?” Looking around, he saw the massive amounts of books and figured that answered his own question.

She stared blankly. “Don’t you?”

“Well, I do and I don’t…”

“Then you don’t. It’s as simple as that. And this is why I stick to my good, literate, fictional men.”

“Oh, so all men in literature are literate, huh?”

She looked at him, eyes wide and cheeks flushed. “Well, no…”

“What about Lenny?”

“You’ve read Of Mice and Men?!” Her widened eyes and open mouth said it all.

“Of course. And what about the cowboys in those Westerns over there? And the men in Fahrenheit 451?”

She nearly choked on her breath staring wide-eyed at him as he continued. Finally, he stopped ranting, and she squeaked, “You’ve actually read all of those?”

Blushing, he looked down at his hands. “Well yeah, I guess… most of them, I don’t read Westerns.”

“That’s amazing!”

He looked up at her, eyebrows pressed together in confusion. “Really?”

“Yes! I’ve never met any man so well-read as you that wasn’t an English professor! Even then it’s questionable. Some of them don’t even read what they assign. I could tell. That’s part of why I quit college; the teachers weren’t as smart as they should have been, it was easy, and it was pointless. I hated it.” She snorted, then mocked his voice with a roll of her eyes. “I do and I don’t. What is don’t about it? You read a lot, that’s all there is to it.”

He blushed. “I never ran into that professor thing, but I didn’t pay that much attention in my classes. Just enough to get an A. But uh…” He cleared his throat. “I guess I’ve redeemed myself in your eyes? And I’m also guessing you probably learned your rights from reading one too many crime thrillers, huh?”

Looking down, she mumbled. “Yes… to both I mean, you’re actually kinda cool.”

Smiling slightly, he reached over to get her attention. When she met his eyes, there were tears brimming. “Look… Miss Cortez…”

“Naomi.”

“Naomi.” He corrected himself, then paused. “I don’t want to take you in. But I need you to answer some questions, okay?”

“Okay, I guess…” A tear slipped down her face.

“So… I’m sure you’re aware of what’s going on.”

“Yeah, sorta. I have a vague idea.” Maybe he doesn’t suspect me, thinks I’m too much of a bookworm or something. Can I get out of this somehow?

He raised his eyebrows. “Well, I came here because a student saw you walking by, but then you pass out and tell me you killed your lawyer. So I’d say somehow you have a little more than a ‘vague idea.’”

Naomi thought the air quotes were a nice touch, but still wasn’t sure what to say. Should I just admit to everything? Maybe he can help me… Shaking her head slightly, she sighed. “Maybe.”

“So… you know about the blast last night?”

“Maybe.”

Ramses sighed. “Look. Do you want a lawyer? Or not? It’s up to you. Just if you want one, would you get it over with and call them? I really don’t have all day. I need to figure this out.”

She sighed. “No… it’s fine…”

“Then would you answer my questions, please?”

“Yes, I know about the blast.” Her voice was clipped, defensive even.

“Can you tell me where it came from?” His eyes drilled into hers, looking for signs of lies or hesitation.

She groaned. “Yes… it came from my basement.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Your basement? What were you doing in your basement?”

Naomi looked at the ground, then the table, then slowly up at him. Tears streamed down her face. “Look, I did it, okay? I’m not sure exactly how, but I did it. I cast a spell, and it ruined the world. All I wanted was to read my book, okay!? I promise! I didn’t mean to kill… all these people… or hurt things… or make the library disappear…”

He rubbed his temples, then looked at her again, glancing first at her expression before training his eyes on hers. “How exactly… did your spell—what? How did you need a spell to read a book? And how did it kill people?”

She pursed her lips then spoke, her voice rising in hysteria. “I know what you’re thinking… ‘how did you mess up that bad? What kind of idiot are you? What on Earth were you doing? Magic doesn’t even exist, you peanut!’ But I promise that’s what happened… I just wanted to read a book… I promise, Agent Aske-”

“Call me Ram. And do me a favor… skip to the part where you killed over two billion people to read a book!” She burst into tears again, and he regretted his words. She probably didn’t know how bad it was… look, you made the pretty girl cry. 

Sniffling, she pulled herself together and finally spoke. “It doesn’t make sense… It was a simple spell…”

“What spell?”

“To make… things that were started to be finished… I just wanted to read the last book! I swear! But the author never finished it…”

Ram blinked a few times, looking between her and the table repeatedly. “I—I give up. So you…” He paused as she sobbed, but she didn’t clarify. “You cast a spell to read a book, and you didn’t think about the repercussions it might have for everything else?”

“Kinda? I researched a long time to make sure it would just affect authors.”

He pursed his lips and raised his eyebrows. “Well, uh… no offense but—”

“I messed up.”

“You messed up?”

“Yeah, I tripped. I fell onto one of the candlesticks I was reading by and cut myself… and it got into the spell…”

He sighed, putting his head into his hands. “You accidentally turned your simple spell into blood magic, and somehow it killed people. Well, I guess that kinda makes sense. There were a lot of people that were almost killed but not quite…”

“Oh, so that’s how it happened… I didn’t mean to! I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry.”

She sniffled, tasting salty tears. “Yeah.”

“You killed almost a third of the world’s population, and you’re sorry?”

“Yeah? What else am I supposed to be?”

He blinked and groaned. “I don’t know! I don’t know what to do with you.” Standing up, he began pacing the room. “They’re expecting someone… a little more criminal. Not that you’re not a criminal, but… you aren’t?”

“Think of it as involuntary manslaughter.”

“Times two billion!”

She groaned and put her head in her hands. “There is that, I guess.” She looked up after a second, a grim smile on her face. “You know, there is a bright side to this.”

He stopped dead in his tracks to stare at her. “Really, now? I’d love to hear it.”

“It… solves the overpopulation problem?”

“Naomi! Could you please take this seriously?”

“Okay, okay, sorry… I use humor to cope. I feel terrible, you know. I’m just in shock…”

He sighed and resumed pacing. “I’m sure you are.”

After a few minutes, she snapped her fingers. “I’ve got it!”

“What is it this time? Another spell?”

“Hey…” Her voice was genuinely hurt. “It worked, didn’t it? It could work…” She paused. “Well, that wasn’t what I was going to say anyway. But you should be thankful it’s magic.”

“And why is that, pray tell?”

“Well, magic is reversible. It’s not like a plague or something. Magic can be undone; we just have to find the cure.”

He laughed. “You say ‘just’ as if it will actually be easy! You forget something, Naomi. To most people on Earth, magic doesn’t exist. How are we supposed to find a cure for something that is impossible in the first place!?”

“Well, I suppose we ask a fairy.”

He looked at her and blinked. “You’re kidding, right? You know, I could turn you in right now. I could turn you in, get the promotion, and they would spend forever trying to figure out how such a quack like you managed to wipe out nearly a third of the population. ‘How did you do it’ they say. ‘Magic!!’ Yeah, that’ll go over real well. I could do that! Do you know what they’d do to you?”

“But you won’t, will you? Please? You believe me, don’t you?” Her lip trembled.

He sighed. “Against my better judgment, I’ve decided to listen to you.”

She sniffled and gave him a teary-eyed grin. “Well, I wasn’t thinking the kind of fairy with wings, if that makes you feel better. I was thinking more of Morgan Le Fae.” He stared, dumbstruck. “You know, the magician from the King Arthur stories—”

“Yes, I realize that. But seriously? That’s not that much better!”

She harrumphed. “Well, if magic exists, then the existence of King Arthur and Morgan aren’t that far of a stretch, is it?”

Sighing, he acquiesced. “No, I suppose not. So, what if we did find her?”

“Well, hopefully she can tell us what we need to know, right? She knows more about magic than we do. Obviously. So I’m sure she’ll know how to fix it!”

He shook his head. “Fine. We’ll try your way. So you need to pack, right?”

“Well, uh… I was already kinda—”

“Packing to escape?”

“Yeah, that. It’s on the bed. Yeah, that room.” Suddenly, laughter erupted. She stood up and made for the hallway to see what he thought was so funny. “What?”

In between laughs, he managed to speak. “You—you really thought you could travel with this?”

Slightly offended, she threw her shoulders back and walked into the room. “Yes, yes I di—” Upon seeing what she had packed, she also broke out in nervous laughter. Most of what she had thrown into the suitcase in her haste were books.

“Can you even lift that?”

She huffed, defensive again. “Of course I can.” She hefted the suitcase off the bed and carried it around to the other side to prove her point. Ram watched in awe as the small-statured girl carried probably twice her weight in words, barely feeling a burn in her arms.

“Wow. That was impressive, not gonna lie.”

She laughed nervously. “I’m a librarian.”

He cocked his eyebrow as if to ask if she really thought that explained anything, then shook his head. “Well, you get some things packed up, okay? Actual things to travel with. I’m going to book a flight to—wait, where are we going again?”

“Well Camelot of course. You should know that.”

Ram could tell this was going to be an interesting adventure.

Chapter 4

 

Ram looked disdainfully at the car in front of him. “This is what you drive?” It was an old beater with a primer paint job. The interior looked trashed, and the leather seats were ripped. The car itself had to be at least 20 years old. “This thing is an antique!”

Naomi shrugged. “Yeah I don’t drive too much. It gets me to the grocery store and back once a week, that’s good enough for me.”

“Well it’s not good enough for me.”

She blinked at him and opened the door. “Um, okay? It’s not your car.”

“Oooooh no you don’t. I’m driving.”

She scoffed. “It’s my car. It’s not good enough for you, remember? So I drive!”

“You’ve already killed enough people today. I’ll drive, thank you.”

She huffed and complied, getting into the passenger seat. The door groaned as he closed it. Grumbling, he keyed the ignition. The car grumbled just as much, but didn’t start. “Good luck starting it. Marvin is temperamental.”

“Oh I suppose I can go 50… even with an engine built to go 90… isn’t life just miserable?”

Naomi couldn’t help but grin. “Indeed.” 

On his third try, the engine rumbled to life. “See! I got it. I told you I could get it. I’m good with cars.” He slowly shifted into reverse. “Cool, it has automatic shifting.”

“What did you expect, stick? Nobody drives that anymore.”

“Hey, I do. I take offense to that.”

“Mhm, like I said. Nobody.”

He grumbled again, creasing his eyebrows together, and started adjusting the interior mirror.

“So, you planning on opening the garage door, or is it true that agents bust through them when they drive? Boy, that’d be an expensive habit.”

“Shut up.” He punched the button to open the door, and listened as it smoothly made it’s way to the top, letting in what was left of the evening light as the sun dipped over the horizon. 

Backing out onto the street, he turned the car and drove towards the city.

She cleared her throat to get his attention. “So where are we going again?”

Ram sighed. “I need to go get some clothes and stuff… but I don’t want to take you to D.C. and risk being caught. I don’t think they have any other agent on it, but I haven’t exactly checked in for a while and they might have assigned someone else by now.”

“Ahh… thank you. But uh… where are we going then?”

“To my dad’s place. He lives in the city.”

“Oh.” She paused, and it stayed uncomfortably silent. “You sure know your way around.”

“Yep.” Again, heavy silence filled the car, though Ram seemed not to mind at all. Naomi shrugged. Best not to fill it with mindless chatter. She pulled a book from her purse and began to read. He looked at her from the corner of his eye, but she could still see the confusion plastered all over his face. “Do you just…”

“Yes. Always.” Naomi returned quietly to her book, leaving him to shake his head and focus on the road.

Finally, they arrived at their destination, though all too soon for Naomi. She hadn’t even finished a chapter yet, for goodness sake. “I’ll just stay here in the car and read.”

Ram looked at her for a minute, staring her down. “No you won’t. You’re coming inside with me.”

“Why?” Naomi was disgruntled. She hated going to peoples’ houses almost as much as she hated being pulled out of a good book.

He blinked at her. “Do you really think I’m that stupid? You’re planning to run off. I was born at night, but it wasn’t last night.”

“Oh…” Why didn’t I think of that?! I totally should have ran off! Naomi put her book back in her satchel and slowly got out of the car. She followed him up to the door of the small house. He knocked once, using a very grotesque knocker that looked like a mummy’s hand holding a ring. As if having second thoughts, Ram turned to her.

“There’s something you should know about my father. He’s very…”

An older man opened the door, exposing a hallway lined with display cases. It looked quite cramped, like a museum crammed into a house. His voice was sincere and jovial. “Ramses, my son! I said to come visit, but I didn’t think this soon. And look! You finally brought a living girl home!”

Ram put his hand up to his temples as Naomi looked at him, raising her eyebrows. “He means mummies… and statues…” He caught her disbelieving glance and flushed. “I mean it! I’m the law here, you are the criminal!”

“Agh, no need to have the details. Come in, come in! Did you say this young lady was a criminal? How adventurous! It’s good for you. I always told your Aunt Rose you were straight.”

“Dad! I’m not… I mean…”

“You’re not?” The old man’s eyebrows shot up, then creased together in confusion.

“No! I mean yes! Dad, I mean I’m not dating her, okay!”

He looked at her, studying her face, then turned back to him. “Well why not? She’s very pretty!”

“Dad she killed nearly two billion people.”

“Oh. I see. We should talk, son.”

Ram sighed. “Yes, yes we should.” He turned to Naomi. “You, don’t go anywhere.”

Looking at the amazing artifacts around her, she couldn’t imagine doing so. “I won’t. I’ll be here.” He glared suspiciously, so she put her hands in the air defensively. “I promise, okay!” With that, he nodded and walked into one of the rooms with his father, shutting the door.

Naomi turned and looked at the artifacts in the cases around the room. In most of them, there wasn’t much that looked like anything but broken pottery. One case, though, interested her very much. A beautiful staff lay in it, plated in gold and jewels of many colors. She stood over it, admiring it for a long while, studying the patterns and jewels. What on Earth was this used for? Well… I guess it was probably a scepter. Buried with a mummy? How did he… She looked towards the door they had gone into and squinted. 

Biting her lip, she turned and glanced down the hall to the door, not even locked. I could leave right now. The keys are right there on the table by the door. I could just grab them, walk out, and get in the car and go. She walked quietly down the hall, warily watching the door as she moved. Her heart raced.

Muffled talking came from behind the wooden door as Ram talked in hushed tones to his father. She leaned against the door and strained to hear. “… she cast the spell, Dad. She admitted it herself.”

“Are you sure it was her? And magic?”

“How else do you explain what happened?”

“Shouldn’t you turn her in, then?”

Naomi’s breath caught as she turned quickly back towards the door. I need to go now. He’s going to turn me in! The urge to run itched in her legs as pressure built in her shoulders. She took a deep breath, trying to shake the feeling out of her arms. Walking as softly as she could, she took tiny steps towards the door.

Her heart stopped. A loud groan escaped from the floor beneath her feet. Shrinking, she turned and nearly ran back to the study, curling into a ball in the corner and trying to focus on her book.

The minutes seemed like hours until finally some laughter escaped from the room as the door cracked open. Ram looked around, and sighed. “I knew she’d run off… I guess I’ll alert the agency.”

Naomi started. “Hey! No! Don’t!” She scrambled up from the floor, dropping her book.

His eyes opened wide as he stared at you. “Oh! I didn’t see you there.” Then, he cocked his head and looked at her in confusion, glancing between her and the chair. “Why were you—no, more importantly, why didn’t you run?”

She looked sideways at the floor, then back up at him, shifting her weight from foot to foot as she swallowed her guilt. “I mean… I did promise…”

He pursed his lips. “You just wanted to read, didn’t you.”

“Y-no…”

“You’d be okay in prison as long as they let you have books, I swear.”

She stared at him blankly, her body calming as adrenaline left, letting her breathe easy once more. “Um… yes? Free food and shelter, plus books? Why would I not be okay?” I would totally not be okay. That’s why I’m here, isn’t it?

He shook his head and rubbed his temples. “You’re impossible. You know that?”

His dad peeked around the door frame. “What book is it?”

Naomi immediately lit up. “Oh, this is just some light reading I keep in my purse.” She reached out to hand him the tome that looked anything but light. He took it, turning it over in his hands lovingly before handing it back.

“The Essential Descartes. A well-read girl. Of course, his philosophy—”

“Has been questioned and analyzed thousands of times since then and uses too circular of logic. He was the father of the Cartesian circle, though he didn’t prove existence as he had hoped.”

“Yes! A very well-educated girl.” He turned to his son and put a hand on his shoulder. “I like this girl. You should keep her.”

Ram blustered, flushing a deep shade of red. “Dad! Do you not care that she killed a third of the world?!”

The older man stared at him blankly. “No, not particularly.” He turned to her and smiled broadly. “Forgive my son, he can be somewhat closed-minded. My name is Benjamin Asker, but I think that is particularly droll. You may call me Djoser, if you wish.”

She grinned and nodded. “Ah, the one who had the step pyramid built. You love Egypt very much, I see.”

He lit up as bright as a star. “Yes! It was my home land. My father brought me here when I was young and I have only returned once, thanks to my son. He gave me money to go. That is where I got my many treasures that you see here.”

Naomi looked between the two men. Ram was blushing fiercely. “I think it’s time we go, Dad. Naomi and I have to go try to find...” He gestured, unable to find the words to finish the sentence without sounding foolish.

“Okay! Bring her back sometime, you hear? I like this one!” After seeing them to their car, he tottered back inside, whistling happily.

The two of them sat in silence for a few minutes. “I like your dad.” Naomi smiled as he flushed and turned away from her.

“Let’s just go before he invites us back for dinner.” He put the key into the ignition and turned it. Before shifting into drive, he turned to her. “For the record, I hope you’re right. I checked in at work and told them I’m still looking, but I found a professor at Columbia who’s helping me. I just hope they are too busy to look into it.”

“Oh… thank you. For lying for me, I mean.”  Naomi had to admire his clear caramel skin as the golden light enhanced it. And he is well read… But she shook the thought out of her head. No need for that now. I guess I can deal with going on an adventure since it’s that or prison, but I will not fall in love. Romance is the last thing I need. In fact, what I needed is to escape and run as far away from this man as possible. Although, it is kinda my fault the world is a mess. Plus, he doesn’t seem so bad. “You know…” Her voice was quiet, but sounded loud in the silence. “You’re very understanding for a man. And for an agent. So thank you.”

“Not sure how that was meant, but you’re welcome I guess.”

She took a minute to silently berate herself on her word choice. She should have remembered to filter her words, but she was getting tired. Usually she only stayed up for important things like reading. “So… where are we going?”

He paused for a second. “Camelot. You know where that is, don’t you?”

“I have a very vague idea. It was in England, I think.”

Ram sat pensively, staring at the road ahead of him. “Morgan Le Fae… What makes you choose her? Why would she even be alive?”

Naomi looked back at him, though neither could see in the darkness. “Well, I guess I figured that she was one of the best-known magic users in literature. She showed up in a lot of stories in a lot of cultures. I kinda designed the spell from a couple books that had Morgan in it, and since it worked, well, I thought maybe the authors knew something.”

“Fair enough, I suppose. Well… we know we are going to England, at least. But couldn’t you look it up and see where in England, please? It’s a big place.”

“Yeah, I guess.” She pulled out her smartphone, but didn’t switch it on. Instead, she leaned back and closed her eyes. “I can’t believe these places are real…”

“Well, I quite frankly don’t. But somehow, people are dead, and either you’re a paranoid nut case, or there is an actual chance that they do exist. I sincerely hope it is the latter.”

“Same.”

He looked at her, pursing his lips. “That’s not very reassuring, you know.”

“Well sorry. I’ll try to sound more self-assured the next time I doubt my sanity.”

“Thanks. Anyway, where in England?”

Naomi pulled out her phone. Opening up the browser, she refreshed the page. Error 404. “You know, this is really odd. Why would completing things destroy Google?”

Ram shrugged. “I don’t know, I usually use Bing.”

She looked at him in semi-mock horror. “You heathen. How do you not use Google? It’s not ‘let me Bing that real quick’ it’s ‘here, I’ll Google that for you’.”

“I dunno, I just like it better. I like the color. It does the same job, and it’s prettier.” He scowled at the road defensively.

“Okay. Whatever.” She went to Bing and typed in her search, grumbling when it didn’t highlight the answer for her like Google did. Clicking on the first link, she began to read. “Well it looks like we have a few options. I kind of like this one in Wales… Caerleon. It looks like it’s a Celtic fort.”

“Celtic? That’s new.”

“Not really. The Celts had a similar character to king Arthur in the Mabinogion. A lot of mythology then was just exaggerated tales of the same person, and lots of nationalities shared characters. It’s definitely possible that it’s the same King Arthur.”

“Huh. I kinda figured that with the mythology, but I’d never heard of other tales of King Arthur. That’s interesting.”

“I haven’t read the Mabinogion yet. I’ll have to look for that.”

There was silence as she poked around on her phone. Ram looked over and saw that she was reading an ebook. “Did you find that already?! Good grief! You found that faster than I find coffee in the morning. What, do you eat books? Are you a word vampire?”

“Maybe.”

He sighed, frustrated. “Could you tell me what the other options are, please? As good as that one sounds, it could be wrong. It’s not even in England for heaven’s sake.”

“Well it was at the time. It’s still in the UK today.”

“Fair, but please. The others.”

“Okay, okay… there’s one in Somerset called Cadbury castle. There’s trails and a couple things the locals named. That’s about it.”

“Okay, we’ll scratch that one for now. The rest?”

She muttered. “Sounds like a chocolate castle anyway. More likely to find the Easter bunny than Morgan. Uh… Tintagel Castle. In Cornwall. There’s some writing on a rock, but it could have been faked…”

“Well, it’s something, but not much. Scratch that one too.”

“Then there’s Winchester, in Hampshire. That’s where L’morte d’Arthur says Camelot is. Most famous account. Wait, I’ve read that! How did I miss it?”

He stopped the car at a red light, even though the streets were dead. They were in a small town. “Maybe you didn’t miss it. And before you ask again, I’m taking you to a… a friend’s house. He’s a pilot and he can help us get around. He doesn’t live too far from the city.”

“You know a pilot?”

“Yeah. From college. We had the wildest party nights. You couldn’t imagine.” He smirked and glanced at her sideways as she rolled her eyes.

“What, you all had pillow fights and slept at nine?”

Ram grumbled, flushing. “It was on a plane, okay. We had classes the next day…”

Naomi laughed and went back to reading about each of the locations. After a while, she bit her lip and looked out the window to think. “I really am not sure… they all have pretty good reasoning behind them… I guess that’s why professors chose them.”

“Hmm… which one feels right? Maybe you should go with your gut.”

There was no hesitation before Naomi spoke. “That’s really a bad idea. Like… really bad.”

He scoffed. “Nah, just pick one. Go with your gut instinct. We’re almost there, so you have five minutes.”

“Five minutes? And you want me to decide something that could change the fate of the world?”

He looked at her and raised his eyebrows, a gesture she barely saw by the light of the headlights on the road. “And you haven’t already changed the fate of the world?”

She was silent for a minute, before mumbling. “Fair.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. I feel like we need to go to Cadbury, but I don’t think that’s the right one. There isn’t any literary proof! No, I can’t pick that one. It’d be a waste. “Okay, we’ll go to Caerleon.”

“I figured you’d say that.” He pulled the car into a small, dimly lit driveway, and parked it. “Here we are.”

She looked outside and shuddered. She didn’t like being in the dark, and much less in such an empty space as this. She was used to the coziness of cities. Nomi looked him straight in the eyes. “You sure about this?”

Ram just grinned. “Are you?”

Chapter 5

 

Walking up to the front door, Naomi hissed quietly. “What kind of friend is this? I half expect some monster to jump out at me or the police to show up for a drug bust.”

Ram looked at her sideways and frowned. “So judgmental. He’s a doctor, actually. Went to med school. And no, he doesn’t sell drugs on the street in his spare time.”

She looked at the house and looked back at him warily. “It’s pretty shabby. What kind of doctor? Black market organs? And I thought you said he was a pilot.”

“He had trouble finding work, and what excess he has he gives to charity. Plus, he likes a simpler life.” He knocked on the door. “Please try to be nice. I know you have no manners, but try?”

“You’re one to talk. Barging into a woman’s house and dragging her to this creepy place in the dar—”

“Hey! Ram, my man!” A young man opened the door, a huge white smile plastered on his face. “Good to see you!”

“Good to see you, too, D.”

“Oh? What’s this?” He looked at Naomi a little closer. “A girl? Nah. Not you, Ram. Really? And she’s a hottie, too.” He whistled and winked at her, causing her to blush the color of cherries. “I’m sure my brother is dragging you all around without really asking you, huh? He being good to you?”

Brother?! Must have been adoption or something. She masked her surprise and nodded quietly, perturbed by his up front nature.

Ram sighed and grumbled introductions. “Naomi, this is Dion. Dion, this is Naomi. You may know her as the girl who literally killed a third of the Earth’s population.”

He raised his eyebrows, his dark eyes giving her a once over. “That was you, huh?” Naomi nodded while still looking at the ground, and slowly followed Ram in. “Anybody need something to eat? Drink? Need a bathroom?”

Naomi bit her lip. “Actually yeah, could I use the bathroom please?” 

Dion smiled and pointed. After she left he turned to Ram. “Where’d you find her, and how on Earth did she do what she did?”

He sighed and put his hand to his temples, rubbing them. “She… ugh. One day I might understand. She said there was a book, the author didn’t finish writing it or something. So what does this crazy woman do? She casts a spell! A spell so that unfinished things would magically be completed. Apparently she researched it and had it so it would only affect authors.”

Dion shook his head. “Apparently she didn’t research well enough.”

Ram pursed his lips, then stood up to pace the floor behind the table. “Well, she might have. I don’t know. She fell and cut herself and the blood—”

“Made the magic stronger. I see…” He was silent for a minute, then sighed. “I need a cookie.”

“I got it.” Ram reached down and pulled open the freezer. It slid out, and he opened the top rack. Pulling four M&M cookies from the bag, he closed the freezer and went to sit at the table.

Dion took the cookies offered on a napkin. “Thanks.” Silently, he began eating. “Good stuff, these cookies.”

“Yeah… Dad I could never stop freezing ours, thanks to you.”

Dion didn’t look very apologetic, a mischievous grin plastered on his face. “Then I did you a favor. You should be thanking me.” 

Just then, Naomi came wandering back out of the hallway. She had her nose buried in her book. Taking one look at the two men at the table, she decided to sink down onto the floor with her back against the wall and continue to read.

They both looked at her, then exchanged a glance. Dion cleared his throat. “You’re here because you two need a pilot, I imagine?”

“Yep. Looking for Morgan Le Fae… as weird as that sounds.”

He whistled, then closed his eyes and waited a moment. “Weird indeed… but today’s been weird all around. Know where we’re going?”

Naomi piped up. “Caerleon. In Wales. I guess King Arthur and his crew were mentioned in the Mabinogion, some Celtic—”

Dion interrupted. “Yes, I know what the Mabinogion is. I can get you to Wales.”

Naomi blinked. In all her life, she had never encountered so many literary men in one room. It was sad there were only two, but still she was impressed. “Very smart…”

He smiled wryly. “If only people could see that past the choices of my family.” He paused, and the room grew mournfully quiet. Perking up, he clapped once. “Anyway! The plane’s out back. Shall we?”

She was afraid of what she’d see when she found it. She’d never liked planes; always found it unnerving to be that high off the ground. I can only imagine an old private plane that used to be the party-grounds of college students… probably some old junker barely able to get off the ground. But again, she was pleasantly surprised when she entered the hangar. “Nice. Your own runway and everything.” She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. “You must be loaded.”

He laughed curtly. “Not by my own doing. I hate myself for it more every day. It’s why I give most of it away.”

Naomi cocked her head curiously. “Really? Why? How?”

Quietly, he looked at her while pulling down the steps, then sighed. “Full of questions, aren’t you?” Without answering, he boarded and shut himself in the cockpit. 

Naomi looked over at Ram with eyebrows raised. He grimaced and patted her shoulder. “It’s a touchy subject. Just try not to talk about it.” With that, he got into the plane, leaving Naomi to follow. 

She climbed the steps into the sleek silver body, and widened her eyes, sucking air through her teeth as she saw the interior. Two nice leather seats were in the front, and a couch of the same material stood against the left wall. Across from it was a television and a couple consoles, in an empty space left in the wooden cabinets above the counter of what looked to be a small kitchen.

She whistled. “Wow, This? This is nice. Like, really nice.” She sat down and fastened her seatbelt. Pulling out her book, she noticed that Ram let himself into the cockpit, shutting the door behind him. 

The plane’s engines rumbled to life as the doors for the hangar opened and the runway was revealed. They picked up speed quickly, and before she knew it, they were in the air.

As they rose, her stomach dropped and churned. Looking around, she searched for a barf bag. Oh, no… this is the last thing I need. Why wouldn’t you have a barf bag on a plane?!

Once they seemed to be settled in the atmosphere, she unbuckled and stumbled around looking for any form of empty container. There was nothing. She swallowed the bile in her throat, her breathing jagged as her heart raced. I need help. I’m not going to hold it in much longer. “Ram…” Her voice was weak, and she could see her hands shaking. “Ram!” 

Blackness at the edges of her vision swirled with nausea. Coughing, she lay on the floor, clutching her stomach. Pressure built up in her ears, and she held back the biting acid in her throat. Starting to cry, she held herself closer, her body trembling as panic and adrenaline coursed through her veins.

Suddenly, he was there. “Oh, no… Naomi! Naomi what’s wrong?! What hurts?”

Whimpering, she curled tighter. If I open my mouth, I’m gonna puke. He reached down and stroked the hair out of her face, meeting her eyes. Relief washed over her for a brief second, then the anxiety came flooding back as he stood up and disappeared. 

Suddenly she was surrounded in comfortable weight and warmth. Her breathing slowed and the trembling stopped. She opened her mouth to speak, but Ram squeezed her shoulder and interrupted. “No, shh. Just stay calm. Try to fall asleep if you can, okay?”

She nodded. Closing her eyes, she drifted off to sleep.

Blinking slowly, she brushed away the sleepy haze covering her vision. She was gently buckled in, laying on the couch. Did Ram move me? She rolled slightly, and was surprised by weight. What… what is this?

Ram appeared next to her. “You good now?” She nodded slowly. “Good. We landed a bit ago, maybe half an hour. Dion’s gonna watch you while I scope outside for breakfast. It’s a bit early yet, but we don’t have much time to lose. I’m sure the FBI will be sending another person on the case soon, and they’ll trace it to you just as easily as I did.”

“I stayed low, though. Not many people should know I’m alive…” She frowned. “How did you find me anyway?”

He pursed his lips. “Well a couple college students saw you walk by on your way to the library where you work.”

“Hmm… alright. I guess I’ll stay here.”

“Good.” With that, he was gone. 

Dion emerged from the cockpit and sat down in one of the chairs, which he spun around to face her. “Don’t like planes, huh?”

Naomi laughed in embarrassment. Curse you Ram for telling him. “Yeah, not really. I don’t like being so far from the ground.”

“I wish I would have known that, I could have made some adjustments.”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “Really? You can do that? And Ram took care of me. Whatever he did, it worked.”

Dion smiled. “Ram didn’t like planes either, at first. Weighted blankets helped him. He said they made him feel pressed to the ground, where sane people stayed.”

Naomi laughed. “I feel that in my soul.” And that makes sense, I have that weighted blanket at home that I sleep with on anxious nights.

He grinned. “Well, thank you for trusting me enough to let me fly you thousands of miles over the ocean after just meeting me on the word of another man you just met.”

Closing her eyes, she sighed. “This is beginning to sound far too much like an adventure novel for my liking.”

“I always wanted an adventure…”

She looked at him curiously as he stared out the window wistfully. “Why? Go through all kinds of troubles, nothing ever works out for you, get sucked into some awful romance, and then get spit out into the world you just saved simply to have to go back to the drudgery of life with no form of thanks from anyone you just saved? No thanks. I’d rather not.”

He sat and pondered her words for a moment. “But you would have a sense of accomplishment.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Ram told me you were a doctor. How on Earth can you not feel accomplished?”

He sighed. “You sure you wanna listen to my sob story?” She nodded, so he continued. “I never got a job as a doctor. I applied and applied and applied—everywhere I could, I dropped my resume. I got a few interviews, but I was never hired. Finally, I was given a position at a hospital. As a nurse. I was called a scammer and a fraud despite spending so many years of my life in medical school. Of course, it wasn’t helped by the fact that I completed my medical degree quicker than usual because I got my GED and skipped a few years to go to college. You would think that would be a drawing point, but people don’t like the unusual, I guess. Anyway, they fired me after only a month.”

“So you never really got to do your job… I could see where that would cause some depression. But why did they call you a fraud? You clearly know your stuff. Or at least, a lot of stuff.”

He nodded slowly. “You know that famous scam? Well I actually had a wealthy uncle in Nigeria. I inherited his money. That didn’t exactly help my reputation any. So yeah, I gave up. I put it all in a bank account, and do good where I can. Someday, maybe I will be able to open my own practice. When this country learns to open their eyes and shut their mouths… Hah. Likely, am I right?”

Naomi smiled wryly and reached over to put a hand on his arm. He accepted the gesture, and they sat there for a while. After a bit, he spoke again. “So I’m glad for this, you know? I’ve done a couple things for Ram before, but this one’s big. I think maybe if I do this, I will feel accomplished. Maybe I won’t hate myself so much anymore.” He paused and looked at her. “I’m probably bugging you. I’ll be quiet now. Sorry…”

She felt her heart wrench in her chest. “No, it’s okay! I’m glad to listen. I just wish I could help…”

He smiled a bit. “Thanks. You’re easy to talk to. Ram… he knows all this, and he cares, but he doesn’t talk about it and doesn’t listen real well. He tends to jump the gun and try to fix things. Dad took me in when the last relative died, and Ram has been a brother to me. But sometimes you just want someone to listen, yanno?”

She returned his smile. “Yeah. I know.” They sat in comfortable silence, losing themselves in thoughts and reminiscing.

“Well you two seem to be getting along well for polar opposites. One who wants to save the world, and the other who would let it burn without a second thought.” 

Naomi jumped at the sudden voice, but Dion snickered. “Which is which?” Ram laughed and handed them each a cup. Dion raised his eyebrows. “Is this…?”

“Yep.”

He took a sip and sighed. “Good man. You always know what I want.”

Ram smiled. “I try.”

Naomi sipped her coffee as she watched them, brows raised. They seem very comfortable together. Way more comfortable than my brothers ever were, anyway.

Ram looked between them. “So, did either of you bother researching anything while I was gone?”

Naomi shook her head. “No, but I have an idea of where we’re going.”

“What are we looking for?”

She stared at him blankly, and Dion jumped in, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Morgan, duh! Don’t you know that?” Ram rolled his eyes, and he continued. “What, you expect us to find her selfies on Insta? I think not, dear Watson.”

“Why am I Watson! I’m paying more attention to this than either of you!”

Dion smiled. “That’s my point.” 

Ram shook his head and let them finish their coffee in peace before asking the next question. “So, on a serious note. Naomi, do you really know where we’re going?”

“Yeah, we should be going to Caerleon. It says in the very first line of one of King Arthur’s stories in the Mabinogion that he was there, so I think it’s a good guess. Where are we exactly?”

“We’re at the Bristol Airport. Dion knew right where we were going.”

He blushed, making his cheeks a slight shade darker. “I always really liked old literature and folk tales.”

Aw! That’s actually kinda cute… I don’t see many men blush… or read, for that matter. And here I’ve found two… Birds of a feather, I suppose. “Well I’m glad I could provide you with the chance to visit some of these places.”

Dion sadly laughed. “I’ve already been here once. Honestly, I wasn’t too impressed. It made me sad because I always envisioned something… I dunno, different.”

“Fair enough. It’s like seeing the movie and trying to read the book again, I guess.”

Ram coughed. “Well, we should get this show on the road, then. You staying here, D?”

“Yeah, I don’t wanna see that disappointment again. I’ll stay here and guard the plane.”

He laughed. “Okay. Please try to take a nap, alright? You’ve been up for a while.”

“Sleep is for the weak.” Dion grinned and lounged on the couch. “But I suppose I can make an exception this once.”

Ram shook his head with a smile as he and Naomi made their way to the pavement and got in the rental car that he had secured for them. Naomi looked out around her and her stomach sank. I’m a long way from home…

Chapter 6

 

With Ram behind the wheel, they set off. “It’s not very busy on the streets today. At least it wasn’t when I went to get the coffee and the car.” He was quiet for a moment before looking over at her. “When we get back I will need to submit a report to the Bureau, so I sincerely hope we find something we can report, because magic isn’t gonna cut it.”

“Why not? Surely they’ve investigated things like that before. Witch gone awry. I mean, you know magic exists now. So how much of it has been covered up?”

He paused, and then quietly spoke. “I don’t really want to think about that at the moment. I don’t want to know. Who knows, at this point, maybe aliens do exist.”

Naomi sat quietly in the passenger seat and looked out the window. “Maybe. I dunno. But I suppose you could also tell them that there was some form of… I dunno, weird disaster here. I’m sure there was something.”

“We can sort that out once we’re done. Who knows, maybe we’ll just be able to fix it. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

Naomi laughed. “Clearly you haven’t read much fantasy. You know we’re going to have to probably sacrifice you to repair the world. Blood for blood and all that.”

He scowled indignantly. “Then we’ll sacrifice you! You’re the one who did all this in the first place!”

“No, I’m the one with magical ability. We’ll sacrifice you.”

“Why not D? Why me? You hate me that much?”

“I need him to fly me home. I’ve got books to get back to! Come on, now!”

He frowned until he noticed the pain in her eyes, hidden behind the grin, then softened with a sigh. “Yeah, yeah. Okay. Whatever makes you feel better.” They stayed in silence for the rest of the drive, looking at the city around them, and at one point, the river below them. 

Naomi had to admire it. Wales is a very pretty country… I’ll have to come back here sometime. Sometime when I’m not at fault for the death of the world, that is… 

Closing her eyes and resting her head on the window, she sighed. Oh, I’m glad I don’t have to explain this to Mom… she’d kill me and hang my hide out to dry. She could hear her mothers voice the first time she had come home having seen a magician performing on stage. She’d been only five, but her mother was adamant. “Escuchame. Don’t you ever get mixed up in that magic stuff. It’s bad. Muy mala, mija.”

She smiled faintly, missing her mother’s halting words and mixed languages. She’d never quite transitioned right, having grown up in a house where English and Spanish were used interchangeably. She tried to speak mostly in English for Naomi, but sometimes the Spanish came easier or she didn’t remember which language a phrase belonged to.

 

All too soon, they were there. She’d been enjoying the peaceful drive with nobody else on the streets. Confusedly, she noticed that nobody else was there. “This is odd. We are in the center of town. Why is nobody here?”

“Well, maybe they all died.”

Naomi was quiet. She stared at the houses around them. “I see movement, so I really don’t think so. They just aren’t coming out.”

Ram dropped his head to the steering wheel so quickly that she jerked around to see what was wrong. He groaned. “The Queen… she died… the entire country is shut down. The entire United Kingdom is shut down. Great. This is just what we needed…”

She sat for a bit, thinking while staring out the window. “Hmmm…” Before he knew it, she was gone and walking towards one of the houses. She knocked, and the door opened.

When she came back, Ram was asleep, his head still resting on the steering wheel. She slid into the passenger’s seat, and waited a few minutes. He didn’t move, so she tried calling to him softly. “Ram?” 

The voice startled him. He opened his eyes, and sat up quickly. “What?” He looked over and saw Naomi’s concerned amber eyes boring into him. “Wait… what?” He blinked a couple times and looked at her.

“You fell asleep. I went and talked to the nice lady, and then a different man, and hit up a couple doors down the street.”

“And you came back…” He isn’t doing a very good job of covering up his astonishment if he’s even trying at all.

Naomi nodded. “Well, I have good news and I have bad news. Which would you like first?”

“I need some good news.”

She grimaced. “Well, the townspeople all know plenty about the history of their town and its connection with King Arthur.”

He brightened up. “That is good news!”

“Well, the problem is that this isn’t it.”

“What?”

She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and leaned back in her chair. “This isn’t it. This might be where a King Arthur was, but not the King Arthur, or at least not the one we need. There are absolutely no mentions of Morgan anywhere in the Mabinogion, and quite frankly, the mentions of Arthur himself are quite… interesting. Like did you know there was an ancient equivalent of ‘shut up and go make me a sandwich’? Because apparently there is. It’s in there.”

He stayed silent for a bit, then sighed. “Well… I guess we should be getting going, then. Since we came all this way for nothing.”

Naomi flinched. “On the bright side, one of them was an Arthurian PhD! I asked him where he thought the castle could have been if not in Caerleon, which it obviously was because he’s a local, right? But he actually said he thought there were two King Arthurs, and the other one was in Cadbury Castle.” Ram simply glared. She sighed and pressed to the window sheepishly. “So yeah, I think we should go there next.”

“Mm. Okay.”

She bit her lip and studied his face. “Why don’t you let me drive, Ram? You’re tired.”

“No.”

“Ram, you’re tired. Let me drive, you can trust me.”

“I’d rather drive. I can nap when we’re in the air.”

“We won’t be in the air for long, yanno. It’s just from here to England.”

He sighed. “It’s whatever. It’s fine. Everything’s fine.”

Naomi nodded and lay back in her seat, shrinking away from him. “Okay, then I won’t argue.” She stayed quiet as he fired up the engine and the car lurched to life. She stayed true to her word and didn’t mention it again, even when he drove on the wrong side of the road the whole way home.

When they got back to the plane, Naomi boarded and sat down in the seat next to Dion, laying back with a groan. “So we learned something today. Apparently this King Arthur isn’t the one we are looking for. No mention of Morgan, here.”

He threw his hands to his face and groaned in response. “I could have told you that, I read the book! Why didn’t I think of that?! Ugh… now we’ve wasted time.”

“It’s okay, the only time limit we’re on is Ram’s. We have time to spare. It’s not like we will magically kill more of the world by going to the wrong place one time.”

He smiled slightly. “Not like they’d notice if we did.”

“That’s the spirit! So the next place we’re going is Cadbury Castle in England.”

Nodding, he was silent for a minute. “Yeah, I’ve read about that one. I guess I just I didn’t really think it was the one, because how could you refute the text actually saying where the castle was?” He paused, looking at his phone. “Hmm, within driving distance. Hang on a minute.”

Naomi sighed in relief as Dion put the phone to his ear and talked to Ram. Thank goodness. I don’t think I could do another plane ride yet.

She was startled by Dion’s voice. “I told him not to return the car just yet, we’re going to take it over to Cadbury.”

“Isn’t that in another country though?”

“Technically, yes. But it’s fine, Ram gets all kinds of weird allowances.”

“Oh. That’s convenient.”

“Indeed. Hey, you have a bit, by the way. Ram asked me to write him a report while he finds us lunch.” 

Naomi nodded and rolled into a more comfortable position, which for her was a ball turned sideways in the seat. She couldn’t read without feeling like throwing up, so instead she plugged her phone in to charge and pondered what she might need to do to fix what she had done.

Her heart sunk again and she pushed back tears as she thought about all the people she had killed, and the rest who she had left here to grieve. All so I could read a book… though if I’d known, I wouldn’t have done it. Right? She sometimes doubted her own morality, though she was fairly sure she would have stopped at the price of one life, much less two billion.

 

 

 

Ram saved her from drowning in her thoughts as he entered with the smell of burgers and fries in his wake. Her stomach grumbled, miffed at her for not eating until this late. “Oh, shut up. You never complain when I’m at home reading.”

Dion looked at her, tilting his head and raising an eyebrow. “Uh, you okay over there?” 

“Yeah, but I’ll be better when I have some food.” She grinned as Ram handed her a brown bag. Her eyes rolled back as she smelled. “Mmm, now this will be good.”

Ram shook his head with a smile and sat down on the couch next to the other man. “So whatcha got?”

“Uh, so far: We are in England to see how closely mirrored the events are here as compared to America. The professor has some theories regarding magnetism which we are investigating.”

“Sounds good to me.”

Naomi peered between them and smiled. “You trust him a lot to let him write your reports for you.”

“You trust me an awful lot for having just met me, you know.” There was a smile in his voice.

“You trust me an awful lot for someone who just accidentally wiped out a third of the world’s population.”

He laughed. “There is that, I suppose.” He sighed, then looked at the clock on his phone. “Well, are we ready to go?”

Naomi thought for a second, then hesitantly spoke. “Actually, I think I need the bathroom first, if that’s alright.”

“No, absolutely not. Bathroom usage is strictly prohibited.” Dion’s words startled her. As she met his dark eyes, his face softened into a grin as he pointed down the hall. “It’s down that way.”

 

Chapter 7

 

Finally, they were all in the car and headed to Cadbury. Dion was giving directions from his phone, because for some reason Google was still down. “Why is that?” Naomi bit her lip. I meant to keep that in my head.

“Why is what?” Dion looked back at her, his eyebrows pressed together in concern.

“Why is Google down. I wonder—”

Ram shrugged. “Well you did kill tons of people. And you completed who knows how much unfinished business. For all we know, you killed the people who made Google before they could do their thing.”

Naomi shrank back into her seat, resisting the urge to pull her knees to her chest. “I suppose that could be it. I don’t know exactly how it works, I don’t even know exactly how it killed people. You forget that I didn’t intentionally do this, yanno… I was just trying to read a book.”

“Well you did do this, and now you need to live with the consequences.”

“Ram, she knows what she did. Be gentle.”

Immediately he looked ashamed. “I’m sorry, D, I just… I’m stressed. This is my first case. This. Like, of all the cases to get, why this one!”

He reached over to pat his shoulder. “I feel you. It’s gonna be okay, I promise. We’ll all be okay…”

They sat in silence together for most of the trip. Naomi leaned on the window and watched the scenery go by. Again, no cars were on the road. This whole country is grieving…

Finally, they were there. They passed the Camelot Pub and made it to the small hill where the mighty King may have been, once upon a time. It was little more than a fortress—again, not the castle that Dion had been looking for. “Well, it’s…” He sighed.

“A little underwhelming.” Naomi completed his sentence. “I kinda… expected more? For a King who had so many knights… but in the time period I suppose this was pretty big.”

“You know, at least this one’s in England. That much is better. And this town was probably a bustling place, too. So yanno? I like this one better.” Dion nodded, as if trying to convince himself.

“I feel like I’m on historical House Hunters.” Ram muttered. “Can’t we just go look for the old hag, yet?”

The other man glared lightly. “No, I’m shopping for our future house, hush.”

Naomi raised her eyebrows. “Our?” She looked between them.

“Well I might as well call it ours. I keep moving, but he keeps finding me.” He shook his head and rolled his eyes dramatically. “I should just move to D.C. and give up already.”

“No! I like the country house!”

“No, you like the runway at the country house.”

“Okay, that’s fair. But still, how many places can you have a runway in your backyard? And I like the privacy, too. It’s nice. I like the country house.”

Dion patted his shoulder. “It’s okay, I like it, too. You know I couldn’t sell.” He smiled wryly. “Plus, you only like that we can hop in the plane on a whim and go whenever we want, wherever we want.” Ram opened his mouth to protest again, but Dion continued, a glint of mischief in his eyes. “And I couldn’t take that away from you, you might throw me in prison.”

Ram huffed. “Yeah, right. Whatever. You know you love me.”

“You know I do, you little jerk.” They laughed together and then started walking. Naomi tagged behind, her chest aching as she felt jealous tears brimming behind her eyes. Well, maybe you could have had something like that if you’d stuck it out anywhere or bothered to make a friend. But NO, you had to be a little antisocial peanut and exclude everyone from your life.

They made their way to the top of the hill and looked down. The scenery was breathtaking! Looking into the forests made Naomi feel like a unicorn would walk out any second, a beautiful brown-haired Fae on it’s back, ready to tell them how to fix her mistakes, only for a small price. She sorely wished that would happen, but no matter how hard she wished, it didn’t.

Sighing, she looked around. She didn’t see anyone on the hill, much less Morgan. Then, she snapped her fingers. “Wait! Wasn’t Morgan in Avalon? Not Camelot?”

Dion nodded. “I was really hoping she’d be here, though. Avalon is, well, I don’t know. It’s some mystical other land. Camelot was at least mildly accessible. Apparently many times over.”

Naomi pulled out her phone and did a quick search. “I really think we are in the right place. It looks like Glastonbury might have been Avalon.”

Dion’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? That simple? Just Glastonbury?”

Ram nodded slowly. “I vaguely remember a rumor that King Arthur was buried there along with his wife, I think. And wasn’t Morgan his sister or something? She might be there, even now.”

“Yeah, that makes sense I guess. So, to Glastonbury.” Naomi looked wistfully over the landscape. “If only we could do it like they did and ride horses over, through this pass. It’s called King Arthur’s haunt, and it supposedly leads straight there.”

The two men exchanged glances, and Dion muttered. “It would admittedly be really cool. I wonder if we can find horses anywhere…”

“Legally? Probably not. This country is shut down entirely.” 

Ram was the sensible one, but Naomi still felt excited at the thought of riding where the great King once did. “Well… what about illegally? And if the country is shut down, where are you getting cars from?”

Ram sighed. “From the car rental places…”

She brightened up. “See! Not everything is shut down.”

“No, Naomi, they are. There are such things called computers nowadays, and I’ve had to find car rental agencies that had automated or online pickup services. If these cars get stolen, I’m broke.”

“Oh. Well, uh…”

“No. You’re not welcome. I’m doing this to fix the world from your mistakes, not in any way for you.”

Dion turned sharply. “Ram! Cut it out.”

His eyes flared. “No! You need to stop defending her! She was messing with something she shouldn’t have, and she messed up! This is her problem, and she’s pulled us into this mess now!”

“This is your job, Ram. Fixing what people mess up, and catching the villains. Does she really look like a villain to you, or someone who’s messed up accidentally?”

“That changes—”

“Everything, Ram. It changes everything.” Dion put his hand on the other man’s shoulder. “You’ve messed up too. Remember that time in college…? When I helped you fix everything? How would you have felt if I had told you then, ‘nah bro it’s your problem. You messed up, not my deal.’? How would that have affected us? Especially you?”

He sighed. “But mine didn’t affect the whole world, it was just one little—”

“Ram. Please. Do you honestly believe any of what is coming out of your mouth?”

“No…”

“Then for the love of everything on this Earth would you please stop saying it?! You’re upsetting her, and since you don’t seem to care about that, you’re upsetting me! What happened to the Ram who was compassionate and just wanted to help? Hmm? You always said you wanted to save the world, so how about it? You get the chance and this is what you do with it?” He sighed and shook his head, refusing to meet Ram’s eyes.

Naomi had tears brimming and pressure building behind her eyes as she gritted her teeth. She hadn’t meant to cause trouble between them, and didn’t like seeing them like this.

Both men stood in silence looking at the hills before them. Finally, Ram sighed, messing with his dark waves of hair that hung close to his neck. “I’m sorry, D. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“I know you didn’t. You’re stressed. I know you.” His voice was soft as he put a hand on the man’s shoulders. “But she doesn’t.”

His guilty eyes trained on the ground, Ram turned and met her teary ones. Instantly a flood of compassion and guilt swept across his face, softening his features. “I’m sorry, Naomi. I know it was an accident that caused this. I know you couldn’t have known magic would do this, anyway. I just—”

“You don’t wanna mess up.” Her voice was teary. She cleared her throat before continuing. “I get it… I just… I’m sorry.”

Ram nodded silently, and Dion patted both of their shoulders, giving them a minute to settle before perking up. “Now, Tally ho! Let’s find some horses.”

Naomi laughed quietly and followed the bobbing head of close-cut curls. The ebony skin glistened in the noonday sun beautifully, and she admired it with a tiny pang of jealousy. Even Ram’s golden-brown was pale in comparison.

They reached the car, and Dion drove this time, leaving Ram to rest his forehead against the window and stare solemnly out at the landscape. Dion seemed to know where he was going, so nobody questioned him, even when he turned on to a less than well cared for country road. He stopped the car in front of a farm that had pastures full of horses. “How did you know?” Naomi asked, astonished. A sign in front of the car advertised the rates for horse rental, and they seemed quite reasonable. As far as she could tell, anyway—she wasn’t completely sure about her currency conversion abilities.

“Well… I figured that we wouldn’t be the only ones who wanted to ride like King Arthur. Especially since it seems to be a more direct route than by car unless you know the back roads. I figured any farmer would be willing to make a buck, even on this day. So here we are.”

Ram sullenly followed as the two of them trucked over to the door of the farmhouse and knocked. A man opened the door, but before he could speak, Dion was explaining. “We would like to borrow some horses, please. We’re investigating something along Arthur’s track and we don’t want to walk it.”

“Investigating? Is something going on here?” His bushy white eyebrows were raised, creasing his forehead to look like a wrinkly white field of furrows.

“Yes, we think that there might be something going on there, related to…” He trailed off, biting his lip as he chose his next words carefully. “The uh, current disaster.”

The man closed his eyes and leaned heavily on the door, gesturing weakly. “Take the horses. Go.” He put his hand to his temples and hid his eyes. When Dion reached for his wallet, the older man shooed them away. “No, just go. My… My wife and daughter… they were killed. Please, just go find whoever did this, and make sure they get what they deserve.”

Naomi felt tears slip out of her eyes as she watched him turn and close the door behind him, hearing a sob escape from inside. 

Following the men, she plodded over to the pasture fence. A small white horse dappled with black spots placed its head on her shoulder and gave a short neigh, as if to tell her that everything would turn out okay. She smiled and buried her face into the wiry hair of its neck, feeling the muscles rippling beneath his skin. She looked at the board hanging by the pasture that had a picture of the horses and some basic information about them. “Ice, huh? That’s a nice name. You don’t hate me, do you boy?”

The horse pushed her shoulder with his nose. Dion walked over to her and pointed back at the barn. “Saddles are in there. This one likes you, eh? Animals like good people.” He patted her on the shoulder and made for the large gray structure.

Naomi looked at the horse and tilted her head slightly. “Come on, boy. Let’s saddle you up.” She walked over, very glad for her practical footwear fashion choices. Walking through the side door to the barn, she saw Ice walking through the pasture entrance and smiled. “Good boy!” He walked straight over to a stall that she presumed was his.

A saddle was sitting in front of the sign that had, in big block letters, the horse’s name. She grabbed the pad and slid it onto his back. The horse stood perfectly still, though not attached to anything. “A very good boy…” she mumbled. “Here comes the saddle.” Hefting it up, blanket and all, she put it down on its back and expertly tightened the straps. Both men watched her slide the bridle and reigns on and adjust straps with wide eyes and eyebrows raised. Naomi looked back and noticed their expressions. “What? I wasn’t always a city girl.”

“All the same, I think I’ll take this one here that’s pretty much saddled already.” Ram’s voice was quiet, but less emotional than before. Naomi sighed inwardly in relief. She had hoped he would recover soon, because she wasn’t sure how much longer she could take the tension. Trying to make peace, she smiled. “You sure you don’t want me to check that for you?”

He looked over at her with lips pursed and eyebrows low. “No, I think I’ve got the basics of how to saddle a horse down.”

“Okay, sorry. Dion?”

He shook his head. “I’m good, thanks. I used to ride a lot when I was younger.”

His brother looked over at him in surprise. “Really? I didn’t know that!”

“There’s lots of things you don’t know about me, you know. I did have a life before college.” 

Ram scoffed and yanked on a couple straps, earning a disgruntled huff from the horse. Finally, they were all seated in the saddles. Ice responded easily to her touch and was moving just the way she wanted in no time.

“Back to the hill?”

“Yep.” Dion was right behind her, but Ram seemed to be struggling a bit. Finally, after much squirming, he got the horse to move. “See? Riding a horse is easy. How hard can it be?”

He was about to find out. The other two were riding single file in front of him, out the gate by the entrance to the barn. Naomi got off her horse and opened it for the two of them. Dion rode out, but Ram was a little behind. He got there, and pulled on the reign. The horse continued straight. He tried kicking it’s left side, but there was no reaction. Both of the others had their eyebrows raised watching him struggle. “Stubborn horse…” he muttered in his own defense. “Doesn’t know what it’s doing and it’s trained, isn’t it?”

“Well… maybe not for English riding. Didn’t you read? It said that Hannah is only responsive to western reign.”

By now, he had managed to stop. “That’s great! How do I fix it, though? That would be helpful!” Hannah looked back and gave him a disapproving glance before turning and walking out the gate herself.

“You just hold both reigns in one hand and stick it out as far as you can so she can see it, kinda…”

“Like this?” Ram demonstrated, causing his mount to make a sharp left turn.

Dion nodded with his lips pursed. “Yep, just like that…” He looked back at Naomi, who was now remounted, having latched the gate behind them. They raised their eyebrows and shook their heads, exchanging a look that showed they knew this was going to be a long ride.

Moving single file down the road, they made it back to the hill in no time at all. “That seemed ironically a lot shorter on a horse.” 

Dion shrugged. “I may have gotten just a little lost on the way here. It’s pretty hard to navigate these roads.”

“Dion, you struggle navigating in that small town you live by and there are only two roads total.” Ram smirked, rolling his eyes exaggeratedly.

“Fair enough.” He looked over to Naomi. They exchanged a grin and looked at the hill before them. “This is so awesome! We can finally ride in the same place as King Arthur!”

Ram held one finger up in correction. “As King Arthur might have.”

She bobbled her head in an acquiescent nod. “True, I suppose, but this one at least seems more right than the last one. I dunno. Probably wishful thinking but Avalon. I mean, that’s gotta mean something, right?”

Dion nodded, and both of them lurched in their saddles as Ram cried out. “Hannah! No! Stop! Woah! Stop!” His horse had taken off, apparently quite without his command. It was all he could do to maintain his seat in the saddle, much less control. 

Then, Hannah let her secret out. She let her breath go, leaving Ram sliding around on an insecure saddle before finding a new seat on the ground. 

Shaking their heads, the two made their way down the hill at a much slower pace. They reached Ram and looked down. Keeping all snide comments to herself, Naomi tried to stifle her laugh. “You okay?”

“No, I am most certainly not okay, thank you very much.”

“But is anything broken?” Dion asked, his voice dripping with concern. “Your tailbone? Ribs? Arms? Everything is intact?”

“Yes…” Ram mumbled. “Everything but my pride.” With that, it was too much and Naomi’s snicker escaped from behind her hand. She caught it quickly, but not quickly enough. “Oh, that’s right! Laugh at the man on the ground! It’s so funny!”

Dion tried to hold back his laugh. “When I told you to get off your high horse, this isn’t what I had in mind.”

“Oh, har har. Aren’t you hilarious.” He shook his head with a smile. “You amuse yourself, don’t you?”

“Oh, absolutely. I’m here all week, try the veal.” He reached out his hand. “Here, hop on. You’ll ride with me. And hopefully we can find your horse.”

With much fumbling of the stirrups, they finally managed to get Ram on the horse behind Dion, his arms gripped around his waist. “Now, my damsel in distress, let’s go find our fairy!”

Naomi gave them a wicked glance. “Race you there?”

“No, no, no! Not a race! Please not a race!” Ram groaned.

Dion, however, had other ideas. “You’re on!” 

Both of them urged their horses on, moving gently with them in the saddle. Up and down, up and down, through the trees, dodging branches and following the winding path up the hill. It was a long ride, but Ice seemed to enjoy being allowed to open up and run. For as small a horse as he was, he was definitely strong, making up for length with his sure footing. Powerful muscles working beneath her, Naomi let her own relax while she felt the fresh breeze blow past her face.

Chapter 8

 

Naomi reached the top of the hill already forgetting about the woes of the world, and even her race with Dion. It was just her, the horse, and the forest. Truly magical… I could almost imagine fairies around me… I would think this might be what the forests of Narnia would be like. 

Grinning, she waited by an old arch for Dion and Ram to arrive. She’d had to cross a couple roads in the beginning, but it hadn’t detracted any from the magic of the situation. Riding along King Arthur’s track was truly one of the best things she’d ever done, and she was happy she’d been able to do it.

She tied Ice’s reigns onto a tree and loosened his saddle straps a little to let him rest. It had been a longer ride than she had imagined, but still not nearly long enough for her. Finally, after a little while, Dion and Ram showed up with Hannah in tow. “We found a horse, so that’s no fair!” Dion’s voice trembled in a mock whine.

Ram’s eyes were clenched shut as he practically hyperventilated, his breaths short, shallow, and panicked. Dion tried to pry himself out of Ram’s death grip to no avail. “Hey, buddy. We’re here. It’s time to get off now.” There was no response other than a tighter squeeze. Dion sighed. “Really? Really, Ram?”

“I did not like that.”

“Well of course not! You had your eyes closed the whole time and rode like a sack of potatoes. There’s more grace than that involved in riding a horse, you know.”

“No, I did not know that.”

Naomi put her hand to her mouth and turned her head slightly downward, still watching out of the corner of her eyes, eyebrows raised. Dion’s voice took on an exasperated air. “Well you didn’t want any lessons, remember? You refused help and said you knew the basics. Didn’t ask for help when you should have. Now get off before I push you off. Don’t you think you’ve fallen off enough horses today?”

“You wouldn’t.”

“Try me.” And just like that, Ram was on the ground once more.

“Hey!” His voice rumbled with indignation.

“I told you I would. You testing me? I thought we declared long ago that never works well for you.”

Ram grumbled, picking himself up off the ground. Hannah chose that moment to plant her nose firmly in the center of his back, knocking him down again. Naomi couldn’t hold her laugh back anymore. She tried to stifle it out of politeness, but whispers of it still escaped before it grew into a full blown laugh. Ram turned to her with a scowl, though his eyes still shone bright with happiness. “What, you want a turn? Is this ‘push Ram in the dirt’ day?”

Dion snickered. “Only by your making, little boy.”

“Little? Lit—little? You want to call me little?”

His dark-as-night eyes opened wider, as if challenging Ram to continue. “And if I am?”

A mix of emotions crossed his face as he opened and closed his mouth like a fish, considering his next words carefully. Finally, he muttered, glaring at the taller man still seated on the horse. “I can still lift you, so shut up.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Then catch me.” With that, Dion pushed off from the horse’s saddle and landed bridal-style in Ram’s arms. The smaller man caught his breath and stooped a little under the weight, but gently put his feet on the ground.

As soon as his feet hit the ground, the taller man threw a hand to his forehead and spoke in a dramatic mockery of his brother. “Oh! I’m Ram, and I’m afraid of horses! I’ve fallen off twice today already!”

Naomi gasped for air and clutched her sides, sharp pains throbbing through her diaphragm.

Ram merely rolled his eyes, waiting until her laughter stopped. “You two ready? Done making fun of me?” 

Dion made sure all three horses were properly tied to a tree, then nodded. “Oh, I’m never done making fun of you, but yes, we are ready to go.”

Walking forward between the arches, Naomi thanked their lucky stars that it was closed today, as the throngs of people and tour guides would have made their work much more difficult.

They walked among the old brick and stone, making their way through what once would have been lovely halls. “Now this is a little closer to what I expected from Camelot.” Dion nodded in satisfaction, approval in his voice. “At least this much is what I expected. Sort of. I was kinda hoping it would still be standing, but you know what? This is better anyway.”

Naomi looked over at him and smiled. “It… feels right, doesn’t it?”

“Not sure what you mean by that, but yeah, it seems right. Better than Caerleon, at least. And this way, I still get to imagine what it would have been like in it’s prime.”

“That’s true. It’d be like seeing a terrible movie that ruins the book for you.” 

“Caerleon was like that. The books were disappointing after that. Not as romantic as I’d hoped, knowing they were in some ruddy fort, not a majestic castle.”

“That’s fai—” She looked to the left, feeling a slight tug in that direction. I don’t see anything, but who knows? Even if it’s just the wind, what can it hurt to follow?  She passed through the arch. 

Ram looked at her, his brow wrinkled. “Where are you going?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. You told me to follow my gut, didn’t you?”

“Well, yeah, but it didn’t exactly work, last time. And you seemed dead set against that idea when I mentioned it. Why such a sudden change?”

Again, she shrugged, and continued walking. “Well, my gut feeling was to do a spell to complete the book. And other gut feelings of mine are often terrible, like the feeling that I need to eat ice cream at midnight.”

“That’s not really that bad, actually. Not as bad as I thought, anyway.” 

Every so often, she would feel a little tug and turn to walk in that direction as soon as she could. Sometimes she felt a tug in the middle of a hall, making her wonder if the walls had been rebuilt at some point, but in the wrong way. It was like a maze of half-built stone walls. When she’d read about it online, it had been made to seem like complete ruins. Maybe there was a movement to rebuild or refurbish it at some point… Maybe some good came out of the spell, too, though none of it could be worth the amounts of death. 

The tugging felt much stronger, and seemed to be pulling her straight forward. She stumbled after it, feeling herself physically flying into the source of the tugs. She fell on her face onto the ground, which crumbled away beneath her, leaving her falling again into a deep hole. Before she could pick herself up fully, she was stumbling again, like a steel ball rolling towards a magnet.

“Naomi?!” Ram ran after her, towards the hole.

“I’m alright, don’t come down, though, find something to help me out when I’m done!” The thud behind her told her she was too late.

Dion called down behind them. “Well, I guess I’ll stay here, then. If you aren’t out in half an hour I’m coming in, though. Got it?”

“Got it!” Ram groaned back, having regained the air he lost from the impact. He dusted himself off again, then continued forward, catching up to Naomi, who couldn’t stop moving forward.

“Thanks for joining me. Wasn’t sure you’d want to, you’ve done a lot of falling today.”

“Sure thing. That’s my job. Executive falling expert.”

Naomi laughed again, this time without trying to hide it, and Ram grinned. He seems to be in a better mood… I’m glad. Maybe he won’t be so uptight, now.

Finally, they saw her. There, standing in an ethereal glow, was Morgan Le Fae in all her immortal glory. Moving forward as if in a trance, Ram groaned as he fell backwards, having run into some form of invisible wall. “What the…”

A smooth, flowing voice surrounded him, feeling like the softest, warm summer breeze blowing his hair. It was happiness and comfort, all in one warm package, like a chocolate chip cookie fresh from the oven. “Only users of magic can enter here.”

“Oh…” Ram said, watching Naomi finally stop stumbling and stand straight. She walked back out, coming to where he sat on the ground.

“Here.” With that, she placed one finger on his shoulder, and they walked together through the wall. Instantly, he was surrounded by an uncomfortable amount of crackling energy.

She lifted her finger off, and he immediately flew backwards out of the room and lay on the ground outside. Her eyes were wide and her hand over her mouth. “Well that was unexpected. Do you want to try again?”

Ram groaned. “No thanks. I’ll just watch from here.”

“Okay, if you say so.” She turned to Morgan, and looked at her, puzzled. “You don’t look right, I don’t think. I don’t know how I know… How do I know that?”

“Your affinity to magic is high, my dear.” 

Naomi pursed her lips and looked at her with her head tilted. “Well I figured out the magic part in the wrong way, but—”

“That you did deary. I hate to interrupt, but do you mind if I put on a skin more comfortable?”

“Yeah, sure. I don’t care. No offense.”

Morgan shimmered, then in an instant she was a short, white-haired grandmother. Her voice was a little hoarse, almost what you would expect from a witch in the movies. Naomi opened and closed her mouth a couple times, then shook her head as Morgan cackled. “Well they had to get the trope from somewhere!” She waved towards the far wall. Her fingers were crooked, bent in the vice of arthritis. “If you’re wanting help fixing your spell, bring me that paper over there.”

Naomi dutifully fetched the scroll of paper, and handed it over. Taking it from her, Morgan closed her eyes, muttered something, and started grabbing bottles and scattering pinches of it over the top of the paper. Finally opening her eyes, she grinned and handed it back. “Here, deary. Blow some goofer dust on it. Or Enchanting powder will work just fine, too.”

She bit her lip, holding the paper carefully. “Well… I don’t have any of that, but I have glitter.”

Morgan nodded. “That will be just fine.”

Naomi reached into her purse and rifled around, finally finding her small vial of emergency glitter. One never knew when they might need to make a poster, especially in the librarian business. 

Morgan took it from her and dumped a small amount of the sparkle into Naomi’s hand. “Here, blow it. Like this…” She pantomimed blowing glitter from her own hand onto the paper. Naomi looked at her one more time for reassurance, and then blew. It stuck to the paper, leaving shiny purple cursive font. It looked gorgeously elegant. Now, if only the words weren’t so confusing! One Feather from the Turtle’s mate, huh?

Naomi looked over at the other woman, one eyebrow raised. “What exactly is this supposed to mean?”

She smiled brightly. “Oh, deary, that’s for you to figure out! I thought it would be more entertaining this way.”

“Entertaining?”

“Oh, yes. Entertaining! For your first adventure!”

Naomi sighed. “But Miss Morgan, I don’t really want to go on an adventure. I just want to fix whatever it was I already did.”

“Well, deary, you completed everything left unfinished in the past 100 years. So everything since 1920 has now been finished. And you see the aftermath of that, no? Well, in one fortnight, another 100 years will be completed, and so on and so forth unto the end of time.”

“I see. So we have two weeks to find whatever this feather is? Then what?”

“Oh, no deary. Nothing like that. The two weeks started when you cast the spell.”

She sighed. “Okay, so what do we do once we find this feather?”

Morgan smiled brightly, looking quite pleased with herself. “You find the next thing!”

“The next thing?!” Naomi was exasperated. “How many things are there?”

“Some number I’m sure, but I won’t tell you which one. But you’ll know you’re done when the instructions appear.”

“Okay, so we get these things and follow the instructions, then we’re done.”

“Yes! That should fix everything. There is a reason for everything on the list, deary. Trust the old maid of that much. Make sure to get it right, or it will not work.”

“Thanks Morgan.” She rolled the paper carefully, though she quickly realized that the glitter stuck to the paper more like gel pen than glitter glue. She got most of the way out past the wall before turning once more. “Miss… uh… Morgan? Ma’am?” She was hesitant, but she just had to ask.

“Yes, deary? What is it?”

“Could you teach me your disguising enchant?” Naomi saw Ram’s eyes light up with possibilities.

Morgan looked at her and took no second of hesitation before speaking. “No.”

“Oh. Well, thank you for your help! It was nice meeting you!”

Morgan smiled cheerily and waved her crooked hand. “Goodbye, little fairy! Come back if you need more help after your adventure!”

Naomi smiled forcedly and walked out, waving back. Ram took his place beside her, and they walked back to the entrance. 

Dion was standing above, peering in. He lowered his hand and helped Naomi out first, then Ram. It wasn’t easy for him, but he managed without losing his breath too much. “So how’d it-” He was genuinely curious, but Naomi scowled and made a sound nearly like growling.

“Not right now. In the plane. I need time to think.” She stalked over to the tree where Ice was tied, and breathed deeply. Whipping around, she shrieked and punched the bark. Screaming, her voice rumbled through the ruins, reverberating off the walls.

Closing her eyes, she sighed and regained her composure. Blood dripped from her hand, so she pulled a wet wipe from her purse and cleaned it off. “We ready to go?”

“Uh… sure. Are you okay?” Dion reached and squeezed her shoulder once, hesitantly.

“Yeah, I’m alright.” She mounted Ice and took off. Naomi led Hannah this time, still going as fast as Ice could go.

“You know, Ice baby? The least she could have done is been more helpful. I mean, why couldn’t she teach me that one spell? That alone would have made my life easier!” She paused before resuming her grumbling. “And why the riddles? I mean, why do I need to go on an adventure at all? It would have been nice to just say a charm and poof! Everything was fine. But no! I have to go on an adventure! Because I totally didn’t need everything to be fine, right? I don’t have anything else to do at all!” She sighed, and rode the rest of the way in sullen silence, ranting at the elderly witch in her head.

Chapter 9

 

Finally, they were seated in the car headed back to Dion’s plane. Naomi sighed and coughed it up, turning to Ram. “I’m not sure how much of this you heard—”

“None of it.”

“Oh. Well I’ll start over for both of you then.” Her voice was tired, as if she had already endured the adventure that Morgan felt entitled to send her on. “Short story—it didn’t go well. At all.”

Dion piped up, his voice as dry as the desert. “I noticed.”

Naomi winced slightly. “I’m sorry. I was, no am, really upset. It’s not going to be easy, and I’m not sure we’ll be able to save everyone. She wasn’t exactly forthcoming with information.”

Ram groaned. “You did get something, though. Right? On that paper she handed you?”

“Yeah, some form of infernal recipe written in riddles. Here, you take a look at it.” She handed him the paper, and he unrolled just the top of the creamy parchment. “The feather of a… of a what now?”

Dion looked over, and Ram showed him the paper. He read it, as he didn’t have to focus too much on the road. Nobody was driving anyway. He shook his head, and nearly swerved the car off the road. “Let me see that again!”

“It says what you think it does. A feather of the turtle’s mate…”

“What on Earth is that supposed to mean?!” Dion’s voice was simultaneously frustrated and curious. That’s a mood. Naomi reached forward and grabbed the paper, staring at it in the backseat. She sighed, and lay her head against the window. 

Ram looked over at Dion, his eyes wide and full of confusion. “But turtles don’t have feathers… do they?”

Dion laughed. “No, indeed they do not. There has to be some form of hidden symbol there. Anyone a major in metaphysical poetry?”

Naomi quietly smiled. “I was thinking about it, but college was so…” Shaking her head, she brought herself back to the present. “Bleh. I couldn’t.”

“Hmmm. Well, I guess we should just think about it for a while then, right?” Nodding, Ram quietly lay back in his seat with a yawn. Dion followed his own advice and pensively stared out the window. 

Naomi stared at the paper as if the answer would appear in front of her, but the purple swirls and lines all stayed in their places. She sighed, closing her eyes and imagined she was back home, surrounded by words that made sense and didn’t hurt people.

Finally, Ram interrupted her daydreaming. “D, this isn’t working. We need to talk to each other. I can’t think of anything on my own, because my brain keeps going to feathered turtles and I really don’t think that’s the answer.”

His voice was defeated. “I don’t know, Ram. Have you looked it up? Are there feathered turtles?”

Ram looked at him, jerkily moving his chin and making an expression of utter disbelief. “Um? No? I haven’t looked that up because it doesn’t exist! Turtles don’t have feathers!”

“Okay. Um? What then?”

Naomi piped up thoughtfully. “Well the turtle ‘flies’ underwater, right? So what about its fins? That’s kind of a wing.” As soon as she said it, she knew it was wrong.

Ram agreed with that conclusion. “No, I don’t think that’s it. We have to find the exact thing, so it’s gotta be a perfect match, right?”

“Fair enough. So not a turtle fin. A turtle scale? Well, I guess that’s not a feather…” After debunking her own theory, Naomi was quiet. She wanted someone else to say something so she wouldn’t be the only person being wrong all the time.

Dion spoke up. “I think we are thinking too literally. Yeah, we should work on finding the feather that fits the riddle best, but maybe we shouldn’t be thinking about the turtle so much? As real, I mean. What if it means like the turtle in Chinese mythology. The Northern turtle or something like that. Where the South was a bird I think.”

Naomi started. “That’s perfect! I need to read up on it.” She whipped out her phone. Of course it would choose now to be dead. “Uh… anyone got a charger?”

Both men shook their heads. “It’s fine, we’re almost there anyway.” Ram’s voice was sounding frustrated again, and Naomi was glad they were nearly to the plane where there was a bit more room and they wouldn’t be so cramped together. Maybe when they were able to spread out and think they’d come up with something.

Finally, they were there, and for the first time she could ever remember, Naomi was excited to be getting on a plane. Flopping down on the couch, she stretched a little and closed her eyes, thinking about what the riddle could possibly mean. 

Ram returned later, slightly better now that he’d had a walk in the fresh air. “Okay, so let’s—Naomi, you’re in my seat.”

Naomi decided it was better not to argue, and took the chair next to the couch as the two men made them selves comfortable on it. She didn’t feel like touching anyone, so the seat was better anyway. “I’ve kinda decided it can’t be a turtle. I plugged my phone in and Googled it and all I got was some photoshop and turtle mating noises.”

“Google’s back up?” Dion was hopeful.

She sighed. “No, I wish… I always liked it better. But we don’t have that right now so we must sacrifice our small comforts, and carry on—”

“Naomi, it’s a search engine.” Ram pursed his lips sarcastically.

“Still, it’s a comfort to use the right one.”

“Not the right one, your preferred one. There is no such thing as a wrong search engine.”

She sighed and rolled her eyes dramatically. “Oh, well. Either way, it wasn’t helpful and I don’t think we are looking for a feathered turtle.” They sat in silence for a moment, reveling in what she had just said, and how much sense it actually made.

“We should not have to debate if turtles have feathers or not. That’s just a solid ‘no.’ Anyway, I’ve just finished scouring an article on the Chinese Myth that Dion mentioned earlier.”

“Yeah? What’s it look like?”

Naomi sighed. “Well, it’s so close I’m not sure I want to think about it.”

Dion gave her a sidelong glance. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well… it makes sense. There is a turtle, and a bird, so there’s feathers… but they aren’t really mates per say. It’s the closest we’ve come. But how are we supposed to find the Vermillion bird anyway?”

“I don’t know, but you’re right. They aren’t mates.”

She nodded. “We’ll keep it in mind, though. It’s the closest we’ve gotten. The two are kinda like yin-yang anyway, so it could be spun as them being mates. But it doesn’t feel right.”

“Okay, let’s see. Turtles. Turtles with feathers…” Ram muttered it repeatedly under his breath, drawing concerned stares from both of them.

“Ram…” Dion was gentle, yet persistent. “Ram, buddy. Ram. Ram. We aren’t looking for feathered turtles, okay?”

“Why not? We don’t have anything else that fits perfectly.”

“Because they don’t exist. We can’t get a feather from a turtle because turtles don’t have feathers.” With that, Dion patted his head as he lay it down on the arm of the couch to rest.

Ram sighed. “Okay. I’m tired. I think I’m going to nap for a while. You two let me know if you need anything, okay?”

They nodded, and Naomi sighed. “I don’t know… why does this riddle have to be so complicated.” Feeling silly, she looked up feathered turtles. Seeing nothing other than photoshop and some advertisements about saving the turtles, she sighed. “Dion, do you happen to have any other magical stories up your sleeve?”

“Well, there was this old myth about a feathered turtle. From Choctaw, I think? It was kinda like the tortoise and the hair.”

“Hmmm… is it anything we can use?”

“No, not really. Nothing at all about a mate.”

“So we need a bird-turtle and it’s bird-turtle girlfriend, huh?” She sighed, then jerked, smacking the armrest on the chair. “Why didn’t I think of it before!?”

“What? Did you solve it?”

She groaned. “Maybe, but it’s a little vague. Turtle doves!”

Dion sighed and threw his head back. “Why didn’t I think of that? That’s the most obvious answer!”

“Which is why I’m not sure. Why would it specify ‘the turtle’s mate’ if it just wanted ‘a turtle’s feather’? It makes no sense.”

“Naomi, that whole sentence doesn’t make sense.” After silence for a second, he nodded acquiescently. “But I see your point…” They sat together in pensive silence, staring at random sections of the wall trying to understand how they could apply her new information to the riddle. After a little while, Dion jerked up to stare at her a second before he spoke. “Hey, have you looked up the symbolism of turtle doves? I know they’re like for love, and that might explain the mate thing.”

“Hmm. That makes sense; I’ll look that up.” She paused and scrolled for a little while on her phone.

“No, I don’t really see anything.” She sighed, scrolling through a few more. “They’re very loving birds. That’s kind of all.” She stood up and paced, groaning in frustration. “They’re just lovebirds. Do we really need lovebirds?” She flopped down again, holding her head in her hands and trying to breathe deeply. “It doesn’t… it really just doesn’t feel right. When I did the spell at home, I needed to track down a couple pretty rare ingredients. I don’t think we need a dove feather.”

Dion sighed and nodded. “I know. It seems too easy.”

“Maybe I’ll try looking for what a turtle dove means in a poem… It sounds like it’s the rhythm of the poem, and don’t these magical recipe things always come in a poem?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

She scrolled for a little bit, then cried out, jumping out of the seat and nearly falling flat on her face. “I’ve got it!”

Ram cracked open one eye to stare disapprovingly at her. “Must you be so loud? What have you got.”

“The answer! I know what we need! I’ve got it!” She was met with stares from both of them. Enthralled as they were, she was still waiting for them to prompt her on. Neither said anything, so she eventually burst and shared her discovery. “Okay, so I was looking for turtle doves in poems, right? And the first poem was this super sappy thing about a man and a turtle dove and he’s like feeding the birds or something and I didn’t pay too much attention because I didn’t see anything about a mate. But you know what the next poem was?” She paused again, looking expectantly at them.

“What?!” Ram finally said, frustrated with her pauses.

“The Phoenix and the turtle! It’s a really cute poem about a Phoenix and a turtle dove that fall in love and are mates for life, but the turtle dove dies and then the phoenix is left alone and it doesn’t want to be so it gives up immortality and dies to be with its love.” The two men stared at her incredulously, so she voiced their thoughts aloud. “Yeah, so we need a phoenix feather.”

Ram pursed his lips, sat up, sighed, then stooped to rest his head in his hands, his elbows on his knees. Taking a deep breath, he looked up at her, his fingers steepled like one trying to keep his anger contained within him, much like the villains in movies. “So let me get this straight. We couldn’t look for feathered turtles because they don’t exist… but you want us to find a phoenix?”

“Yep!”

He looked at her, devoid of words for a few minutes. “You’re—You’re actually insane! You know that?”

Dion bit his lip, then looked up. “No, I think she might be on to something here.”

“Seriously? You mean Phoenix the city, right? We need a feather from a turtle dove in Phoenix?”

Dion shook his head. “No, I think we need an actual phoenix, like from the legends. It makes sense, right? Everything Naomi has done so far has tied to the past, and past magic.” 

She nodded. “Yeah. I think the phoenix fits pretty well with what we need, and we shouldn’t be so quick to shut out ideas right now. Like, who would have ever thought we’d have to save the world from an evil curse, right? So, maybe a phoenix did exist at some point in time.”

He sighed and stared at the floor before mumbling. “Yeah, fine. Okay. So there was a phoenix. Now what?”

“Now we just have to find it.” Naomi sighed. “Which is, admittedly, easier said than done. I don’t really think there were giant fire-birds, and I certainly don’t think there are any right now.”

“Well, if there weren’t giant fire-birds, then what were there?” Dion frowned, staring at her thoughtfully.

Naomi turned to look him straight in the eyes. “That would be the real question here.” Pulling her phone up once more, she grinned. “Let’s find us a phoenix.”

Chapter 10

 

Groaning, Naomi rubbed her eyes and stood up to pace the length of the plane instead. By now, Ram was awake and studiously staring at something on his laptop. Dion was thinking hard, his head in his hands. 

She sighed. “I just don’t know how we’re supposed to find a phoenix! This is the modern world! I can’t find evidence of a real one anywhere. Not even hidden ones or people who claim they have one!”

Dion looked up, his eyes tired from thought alone. “Well, what if there wasn’t ever one?”

“What?”

“I mean it. What if there wasn’t ever a phoenix?”

“Then what are we supposed to get a feather of?”

Dion shook his head, then stretched his arms back above his head and stood up. “Well, I don’t know. I guess maybe we can’t? I mean the phoenix was a myth, for heaven’s sake!”

Naomi snapped and ran back to her phone, which she’d left on the seat. “That’s it, Dion! You’re a genius!”

He looked at her, puzzled. “What did I do?”

“Every good book, every good lie, all have a kernel of truth. And I’d say it’s definitely a good lie if it lasted this long, right? So I’m saying that maybe we can find the bird that was the phoenix, or at least the inspiration for it.”

“That’s a pretty good idea, actually…” Dion looked rather astonished, and blinked a couple times. “So… can we get out of here, yet? I’m tired of Bristol.”

“Hmm… Yeah, I think we can.” Ram spoke up, surprising both of them. “We need to be in Saudi Arabia. I’m pretty sure when Shakespeare wrote the poem he was referring to the Arabian phoenix. Sounds like it, anyway, with the going up in flames and such. It’s kinda similar to the Egyptian phoenix, too, but I’d hedge my bets on Arabian. It’s the most well-known anyway, so that’s probably the one in most spells, I’d bet.”

“Fair enough, I suppose. So let’s go, then. I’ll start looking for which bird it was. Ram, you should probably write a report or something as to why we are going to Arabia.”

“Well, it’s the Middle East. There’s a lot of unfinished business in the Middle East. Think of all the wars for independence and religious battles that go on there. A lot of people have died…” His fingers danced across the keyboard before he looked up again. “The per-square ratio of death in the Middle East is the second highest, with China being the highest. And that was probably due to the population control law that wasn’t followed in many cases.”

Naomi nodded slowly. “And it’s worse because it seems like the spell works forward, so anyone killed at the beginning of the hundred years? Any kids they had? Gone…”

Dion nodded, his fingers flipping as he counted them, figuring some phantom number in his head. “So if they had a family—and in that time period the families were pretty big—oh, Naomi… it could be over twenty people per person killed in WW2 alone. Especially during WW2… if that went as far as Hitler wanted it to? If the spell counted that as unfinished business? I don’t know what the requirements are, exactly, for it to be considered unfinished, but—”

“I don’t know either. Well, the nature of the spell was to finish things that had the intention of being finished but weren’t ever carried through. So I suppose Hitler’s intentions would qualify. Especially since the other sides would have to carry through with their awful plans and they’d lose some people and resources. Ugh. We just need to fix it as soon as we can…”

Dion nodded, then straightened up from his partial slouch against the wall. “Well, I’m going to go start getting us into the Saudi Arabia, at least as best as I can. You be working on which bird it is.”

“Will do.” Naomi sat down in the chair, but Ram didn’t move from his place on the couch. Instead, he pulled one of the belts absentmindedly and strapped himself in.

“I’m going to write this report. My director asked me to keep her updated. I sure can’t tell her we’re looking for a… for a phoenix feather.”

Naomi snickered, then thought for a moment. “Why don’t you tell her that we’re seeing if the effects are any different closer to the equator?”

He looked at her, eyes wide, then pressed down by scrunching eyebrows. “Hmm. You know, that’s a good ploy. Dion said something about magnets, so that would probably work okay with that. Just remember, if anyone asks, you’re a Professor at Columbia in NYC. Not that it matters too much. If it looks like I’m making progress, they shouldn’t put anyone else on the case. They don’t really have too many to spare, most agents are working on riot control and prison investigations.”

“Well, I’m going to go take a walk for a little before we fly. Get fuel and such.” Dion grinned, ducking out the door. 

Naomi barely noticed the time pass while he was gone; but he must have been for a while, because when he came back he said the plane was refueled and ready to go. She was surprised, nonetheless, how quick it was. “It’s done already?”

“Yeah, they have giant tankers that come fill the plane up. It’s pretty slick.”

“Indeed.” She was engrossed in thought, but she did think that it was pretty cool.

“Any progress?”

“Well, I’m hoping it’s not this Arabian Ostrich. It looks like it could almost be it…”

“Then why are you hoping it’s not?” Dion seemed utterly confused.

“Because it’s extinct.”

“Oh. well that makes sense then. Carry on.”

Smiling, Naomi did. She sorted through lists of birds, barely noticing that the plane took off besides a passing wave of nausea. Flipping through, looking for a fiery bird she found some that were definitely interesting. None of these look exactly right. None of them feel right… She rubbed her eyes and yawned. I’ll just close my eyes for a moment, not sleep, just rest them for a second…

“Naomi? Wake up.” What? Wake up? I wasn’t asleep. A hand rested on her shoulder, then shook gently. “Naomi.”

She cracked her eyes open and stared. “Shouldn’t you be flying the plane, Dion?”

He smiled. “We’re here. You slept most of the way here.”

“Oh… I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to.”

“It’s oka—”

“It most certainly is not okay! She was supposed to be researching!” Ram scowled, large bags beneath his eyes.

“Lammergeier. It’s a lammergeier.” Standing up, she stretched and headed to the bathroom.

By the time she came back out, he and Ram were arguing in hushed tones. As soon as they noticed her presence, however, the room fell silent. “Whatcha talking about guys?”

Ram sighed. “I’m just not entirely sure we should be following this. How do we know it’s real? How do we even know this is the solution to the riddle?”

Naomi looked him in the eyes. “We don’t. But you know what I do know? If we don’t finish this by thirteen—no, twelve now—days? Even more people will die. All through history people have killed people. Now all those intentions are going to be fulfilled. We need to take what chances we can, because what other choice do we have?”

Ram was quiet, so Dion spoke for him. “Well, you have a point, but maybe we should spend a little more time thinking about it. After all, how do we know we’re getting the right things?”

She was quiet for a minute. “I… I don’t know.” Ram had his head in his hands, and Naomi didn’t get the response she was looking for, so she simply continued. “But what’s the worst that can happen? Do you have any other ideas? Maybe we’ll get some kind of confirmation when we have the stuff.”

He sighed. “Yeah. I suppose.” Picking up his head and standing up, he placed his hands on the arch of his back and stretched back over them. “Well? Shall we go?”

Naomi blinked, raised her eyebrows, shook her head, and looked to Dion. They shrugged at each other and followed him out the plane. Ram hadn’t gone to get a car, so they went out the airport to the nearest rental agency. Naomi squinted at the city around her. “Dion, where are we anyway?”

“Riyadh. It was about the only airport open at all in Saudi Arabia…”

“Fair enough. There mountains nearby? That’s where we’ll find the birds. There probably aren’t many here, but there should be some.”

“How exactly are we supposed to catch this thing anyway?” Ram’s voice was tired. He still isn’t convinced we need to spend our time on this. What do I have to do to convince him? Doesn’t he feel it, too? Doesn’t he feel how right this feels?

Naomi pondered for a little bit. “I guess we don’t really need to  catch one. At least, I don’t think so. We should be able to just find a feather, right? Otherwise nets I guess?”

Dion looked up from his phone. “There are kinda mountains?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Naomi frowned.

“There’s an escarpment.”

“Which is…?” She gestured for him to explain and continue.

He shrugged and bit his lip. “A lot of valleys and hills, like canyons. Or plateaus? Just cliffs that form because of erosion. Lots of them. Basically.”

“That would work, I guess. The lammergeiers like to live on cliffs, and the flatness makes sense because they drop their food.”

Ram turned sharply to look at her with eyebrows scrunched together. “What?”

“They’re a buzzard. They eat dead things—”

“And bones!” Dion was nearly bouncing in his excitement. Naomi stared at him incredulously as he rolled on his feet energetically. “Sorry, I think it’s just really cool. They eat bones.”

“Yeah, so…” She cleared her throat and shook her head. “Anyway, they drop their food to kill it. And supposedly that’s what killed Aeschylus. Not that he was dropped, but one dropped something on his head, or at least that’s how the story goes.”

“Really? The Aeschylus?” Dion was incredulous.

“Yeah. It dropped a turtle on his head if I remember right.”

“These birds just get cooler and cooler!”

By now, Ram was collecting the keys at the desk of the agency. “I swear I am not bringing the two of you with me again. You have the weirdest conversations! I feel like the dad of two teenagers in the mall.”

“Nuh-uh!” Dion pouted teasingly. “I’m older!”

“Are you really, though?” Ram shot back, raising one eyebrow as they walked out the door.

“Totally.” They found the car and got in, Ram turning to Dion before putting the key in the ignition. “Hey, uh… where exactly are we going again?”

“Just to the Jebel Tuwaiq. That’s about right for the kind of environment we will find our feather in. It shouldn’t take us long I don’t think.” She looked down at her phone and bit her lip. “It’s like an hour and a half drive though. I figure if we stop in Hafirat Nisah one of the natives can tell us where we might find one.”

Then they were off. Naomi found herself wishing that they knew the second clue so she could be researching for it. She took a little bit of glitter and blew it onto the page discretely. I imagine Ram doesn’t want glitter in the car, but he won’t know, right? But nothing happened. She sighed, and leaned her head against the window to imagine the terrible possibilities of what might happen should she not manage to fix this before the twelve days were up.

Finally, they rolled to a stop, the sun barely beginning to rise over the horizon. They weren’t anywhere other than a stoplight, but Naomi was still very glad that soon she could stretch her legs. “So…” Dion asked. “A hotel? We won’t be any good without some sleep.”

“Sounds good.” Ram’s voice was tired, and his eyes drooped. The two conferred for less than a minute before they were off again and Dion was giving directions.

“Left here! I said left Ram, that was right.”

“Sorry. A bit tired.”

“Take a left here.” This time, he got it, and they corrected their course. They got to the hotel, and dragged themselves inside. Ram handled booking the rooms, thankfully finding two still available. They got keys and went up. He handed her a key, and she dragged her bag behind her down the hall and into the room. Nearly as soon as she hit the bed, she was asleep again, exhausted despite her rest on the plane.

Rising the next day, Naomi crawled out of bed, down the elevator, and into the lobby where Ram and Dion were already waiting, having a muffin. She grabbed a cup of coffee, putting quite a bit of creamer in it, and then joined them at the tall table where they were seated. There wasn’t another chair for her, so she just stood beside them, leaning heavily on her left leg. “So, you two ready for today?”

Dion mumbled. “Sure, I guess. So we just need a phoenix feather, right? So simple.” He smiled wryly and shook his head. “I still can’t believe what we’re doing, but that’s fine, I suppose. We’ll just casually go find a bird that doesn’t exist.”

Naomi blinked and Ram grinned, reaching out to pat Dion on the shoulder. “He’s not much of a morning person. Or, well, in this case afternoon person.”

“Fair enough, I suppose.” She shifted her weight to the other foot. “Well, are we gonna go, or should I get a seat?”

Ram pushed his chair back from the table and stood, stretching his arms above his head. “Let’s go. I’ll ask the lady at the desk if she knows anything while I check us out. Meanwhile, you two get our stuff out to the car, will ya?”

Naomi grabbed her suitcase and Ram’s and headed for the door, out towards the car. The air was nicely warm, not nearly as hot as she expected, and the sun shone its golden glow down onto them and the desert around them. She figured they’d just have to walk around on the cliffs until they found one, but she was glad Ram was asking anyway.  Who knows, maybe he’ll actually find something.

She climbed into the back seat and sprawled out, taking one more look at the poem just in case there was a development overnight. The purple print still scrawled in the same perfect curves and dips, spelling out the same words as they had a few hours before. 

The two men joined her in the front seats, and Ram turned to address her. “Well, apparently the buzzards are becoming rarer and rarer. They’re a kind of endangered species, or on the brink of it, I guess. The way she was talking it might be kinda hard to find one.” He sighed and rubbed his temples. “I dunno. We sure this is our bird? We don’t wanna waste a day on it if it isn’t.”

“Well, it’s red, at least after it dyes itself with the dust. It’s in Europe, England, and Arabia, and that’s where a lot of the phoenix legends come from. There’s other birds that it could be, I guess…” She pursed her lips. “I won’t lie and say I’m 100 percent sure this is it, but I’m decently certain this is our bird.”

“For the sake of the world, I hope you’re right, Naomi.”

“I do, too, Ram. Trust me. I’m not as heartless as you think…”

They were driving down the road, out into the desert and the Jabal Tuwaiq, so Ram didn’t turn to her when he spoke. “You know I don’t think you’re heartless, right? Am I frustrated with you? Yes. You killed quite a bit of the world and it doesn’t even seem to phase you. You seem to take everything in stride, and aren’t even stressing, not even a little! Which is concerning, honestly. Because I’m stressing and I didn’t even do it. But I know, or I guess… I assume that you care. Because every once in a while, you show that underneath that joking facade, you do have a heart. You just need to let it out more.”

“I’ll work on that. I promise I care, but I cope with humor.”

Dion scoffed. “We noticed.”

She laughed nervously. “I’m sorry. I can try to tone it down, if it would help…”

“No!” Dion was quite insistent for being half awake. “The humor helps me, too.”

Naomi guiltily stared at the back of the chair. “Okay… I’m still sorry, though. You should both know that I’ve already planned out hundreds of ridiculous possibilities for what might happen if the next 12 days aren’t enough time. You know, that’s not much time. Just 10 and 2 days… a week and a couple days… not much time at all for finding things like phoenix feathers.”

“Hah. I know, right?” Dion’s voice was dry and sarcastic. “But I was accused of being a grump for saying so.”

Naomi laughed quietly, then went to staring out the window, having lost the will to speak. They didn’t drive for very long, only half an hour or so before they rolled to a stop beside the road near one of the large cliffs.

“I’m not sure where we’re supposed to park…” Ram mumbled, justifying his parking choice, though nobody had asked. It was his rental, after all.

“I’m sure it’s fine. We shouldn’t be too long, right? We just need one feather. One itty bitty feather…”

Dion looked to her with hopeful eyes. “Are you having any more magic tugs? Any more help from mysterious forces?”

She shook her head sadly. “I wish, but no, it looks like we’re on our own for this one.”

Falling back into silence, they began to wander around, climbing the cliff as they went. Stopping to gasp for breath, Naomi wiped the sweat from her head with her sleeve. “Have either of you seen anything?”

Ram groaned and crouched down. “Just sand. So much sand it’s burning my eyes.” 

With a sigh, she continued. Hours passed, and the sun grew hotter, beaming down on her and burning her skin. She bit her lip and looked around, willing herself to feel some kind of tug. Please… Please, I need to find it. Soon, or they’re going to want to leave. Closing her eyes, she waited for a tug.

Nothing.

She walked around aimlessly, looking above her. Wait. That splotch. Is it…? She ran over to the bottom of the cliff and looked up among the rocky cliff face. Glancing back, she saw the other two close behind, so she began climbing the thin path naturally carved by a stream sometime in the past. Any other day she would have loved to stop and look at the pretty rocks left as residue, but today she had only one goal.

Then there it was. A nest with one large, oval egg. What stood out about it wasn’t the egg, or where it was built, but the fact that the feathers lodged in it were a fiery red color.

Naomi plucked it out with a smile and held it up in the golden sunshine, the colors dancing together like flames.

Chapter 11

 

By the time they reached the car, the sun was already halfway through its well-beaten path across the heavens, burning hotly down on their skin and the sand. Naomi hurriedly grabbed the scroll and got out her glitter. “Now… if we’re right, this should work. The next clue should come up.”

Anxiously, the two men watched over her shoulders as she dumped a small portion of the glitter into her palm, and blew it onto the paper. She waited as the sparkle hit then formed a liquid ink, sinking into the paper to form a second line of elegant script. Naomi muttered, her heart sinking. “A horn from he of the lion’s hate. That makes… no sense. Because that could be anything. What doesn’t a lion hate?”

Dion shrugged. “A lady lion?”

A sigh escaped her lips. “I’d really hoped this one might be… you know, easier.”

“I’d hoped so, too, you know? But it doesn’t seem we’re so lucky. So I guess we’ll work on getting back to the plane, and think on the way, right?” Ram slid into his seat, clearly ready to go.

“Yeah, I guess that’s the best option, huh?” Naomi sighed again, and dragged herself back into the car to lay her head against the window and groan. “Why does this have to be so hard? Huh, Morgan?! Why’d we have to make this so difficult?! ‘Have to make your first adventure exciting’—exciting for who exactly?”

The two men exchanged a worried glance, but kept quiet and continued back towards Riyadh. Naomi twirled the pretty feather in between her fingers and sighed again. “A horn… a horn of the lion’s enemy. What could that possibly be?”

“Hmmm…” Dion pensively stared out the window while Ram sped along the road. “Well, it could be one of those cute jumpy deer things. They have horns.”

“Gazelles?”

“Yeah, those! I like them. They just…” He gestured, trying and failing to think of the word he wanted. “Boing!”

Naomi smiled gently at his seeming excitement over something so simple as a bounding gazelle. “They are pretty cute little things, but I don’t think they quite qualify as being hated. They’re just food, yanno?”

“Mm, yeah. I know.” 

Silently, they pondered until Ram called out. “Guys, I think we might have a problem…”

Looking out the window, Naomi saw what he was referring to. A giant throng of people was swarming the road, preventing movement. “Wh—what? What is this? Why? We need to be moving!”

“Moving where exactly? We don’t even know where we’re going, so why does it even matter. I said it was a problem because these things tend to get violent.”

“That’s fair I guess, but I still feel like we’re in a hurry for some reason. Some reason like we will probably kill half of the world if we don’t manage to solve these confounded riddles on time. Thanks Morgan.”

Dion shook his head. “We won’t be moving for hours. May as well do our research here.”

Naomi sighed. “Yeah, we should. I don’t like doing things in the wrong order, though. We should be in the plane to research so we can take off when we figure it out, that’s how it works.”

“Well, it’s not how it works this time. It looks like we could be here for a quite a while.” Ram seemed to have no patience for her quirks. “So, what are you two thinking?”

Dion spoke first. “Well, I’ve mostly been trying to think of what could possibly be hated by lions… and I was thinking, and I looked it up, a couple of their predators have horns. Like water buffalo. They aren’t really predators, but at the same time, they kinda are. It’s like… the lion hunts them, but then sometimes the pack comes back for the one the lion hunted? And usually it isn’t the lion that wins.”

“Well, that sounds promising!” Ram smiled broadly, reaching over to pat him on the shoulder. “Good job, D.”

Naomi spoiled their small celebration. “Well… it isn’t really… enough, though. You could argue the same about a giraffe. And… well? Last time we were hunting a phoenix. Isn’t it just a little… easy?”

“It’s not like everything has to be hard, you know…”

“Well, knowing magic, yes it does. A lot of the ingredients I got for my spell that I did… I had to track them down and it took quite a while. Although, blood wasn’t one of the ingredients, that just happened on its own. But anyway, they were pretty obscure. And we know the reputation that blood magic has. The cure for something so powerful? It’s gonna need some crazy ingredients.”

“I suppose you’re right. But weren’t there some pretty normal ingredients, too? In your spell?”

Ram interrupted. “How did you get those ingredients anyway?”

“No, the ingredients were all pretty much weird. A couple obscure herbs, a bear’s tooth, milk from a plant boiled a certain way, they were all either weird or the way they were used was odd. Except the water, I suppose. That was just out of my tap. But I got some from Amazon, some from the stores around the city, and a couple I had to get from a pretty shady website. In hindsight, that should have been a red flag that this fun passtime might actually amount to something, but I was so sure magic didn’t exist and that I was just having fun designing a fake spell.”

“Ah well. So what do you think it is, then?”

“I’m not entirely sure, but I think it will be something equally as exotic as the phoenix feather, as much as it pains me to say. Maybe you’re right though, and it’s a water buffalo or something like that.”

“No, your theory makes sense, unfortunately…” Dion acquiesced, then remained silent for a little while.

They crept along the road as cars crawled forward a few feet at a time. Gunshots rang through the air, sending chills down Naomi’s back. “You know, you’re right. This might be a bigger problem than our riddle for right now. Because if we don’t live long enough to solve it, it’s just not going to happen. Who else would think to go see Morgan?”

“Well, who knows. Maybe Morgan would do it herself for a change.” Ram grumbled. “But, I do understand what you mean. We need to get out of here as soon as we can and get back to the plane and then find somewhere safe. Because now that the people are angry I can only imagine what cities around the world will be like.”

Dion jumped in. “Yeah, it was one thing while the world was mourning. Easier to get around and such. But… they are angry now. They want answers. And if we let on that we might have them? Sure there might be a few people who were willing to help, but there would be more out there gunning to kill us.” He turned to look at Naomi. “Especially you, darling. You’re a prime target right now, if it ever gets out how this all happened.” He shrugged. “If I were you, I don’t know that I’d ever talk about it, or even go back to live in that house. If Ram found you, anyone can.”

“Hey, what are you trying to say?” A tone of annoyance was underlying in Ram’s voice. “I’m perfectly good at my job, thank you.”

Dion sighed. “You know what I meant, Ram—that if you found her, then the connections are made. And the FBI could start looking, and not all their agents are as tight lipped as you. You know that as well as anyone.”

Ram sighed, then spoke quietly. “I know, you don’t have to remind me.” They remained in a somber silence for a few minutes, leaving Naomi to feel overwhelmed by guilt until the silence was broken by gunshots.

“Once again, I argue that we should try to leave here as soon as we can.” She said, glancing at the side streets they were passing. “It uh, doesn’t seem like the main road is our best option right now? But if you want to continue that’s fine, I’ll trust you. Driver picks the route and all that.” She smiled in a way that was not quite a smile.

Ram looked back at her with lips pursed. “You aren’t very subtle, you know that?” He was turning the car onto one of the side streets, making her smile grimly. At least there was less of a chance of death going this way.

“I’m aware. But I’m effective.” She smiled honestly this time. “Thank you.”

 

Winding through the back roads, they ended up in some not wonderful parts of town. Dead bodies still lined the streets, obviously felled during their daily activities. A few had full bodies of clothing. Some had just a shirt or pants. Others were scorched from falling into the fire or a live wire. Some had been robbed, their bodies laying bruised on the ground. 

But amidst it all, a little girl stared up at the car, clutching a small toy rabbit. The fluffy ears brushed against her loose t-shirt, its fur matted with blood, tears, and other stains. The girl’s dark eyes begged them to take her away, to save her.

Ram kept driving, past the girl, who turned, teary eyed to stare after them. A few tears ran down Naomi’s cheeks, though she tried to hold them back. The sheer desperation in her eyes was more than she could bear. Maybe once I save the world, her parents will come back. Maybe they were deported or something, and when I undo the curse, it will all be fixed and she’ll be back at home, safe and warm… But the look of the streets had been in her face. That wasn’t something you got overnight. She’d been in the streets for a while, and chances were, she’d be there for a long time after. If nobody showed her where to get food soon, she wouldn’t need it anymore.

Looking back, she saw the girl fall to the ground, the rabbit rolling to the road beside her. She was weak, trembling. Well, maybe someone will find her there and take care of her.

Inwardly, she knew that someone was her, the ache deep in her chest not letting her back away. Who else would find her that wouldn’t try to make a profit? As much as she wished otherwise, the world was not a good place. She couldn’t see the little one in the distance any longer, but sobbing, she made her plea. “Ram, please… please stop…”

“Is this about that girl?” It was more of a statement, even with the structure of a question. He knew the answer. “Naomi, we can’t save all of them. What would you even do with that child?”

Naomi wailed, her voice carrying a desperate tone as they continued to drive away. “I don’t know! But I can save her. Just one, that one little girl… Please. Stop the car, let me see her. Let me save her…”

“No, Naomi. That’s entirely ridiculous. You don’t have time right now to be taking care of little children you find in the streets.”

“It’s just one child! I promise! Just this one. I can’t leave her there!”

“Yeah? And what’s to stop you from taking in another one? Common sense clearly isn’t doing it this time.”

Dion spoke up, his voice quavering, too. “Ram…”

Naomi sniffled. “I’m going to get out and go to her with or without your permission. So if you want the world saved sooner than later, I suggest you let me out so I don’t have to walk here from the airport.”

He stopped the car and turned to stare deeply into her eyes. “Fine. You’ll see when we get there that we simply don’t have time. And if we don’t manage to fix this in 12 days, I will turn you in.”

She smiled sadly. “It’s worth it. I always have time to save a child.”

He sighed. “You make it sound like this is something that happens fairly often and honestly I find that quite disturbing.” But nonetheless, he turned the car around, driving back to the little girl, still collapsed on the pavement, her body heaving with sobs.

Naomi nearly jumped out of the car to go kneel next to the little body. “Hey, sweety…” She reached out and stroked her back, drawing a circle on her grimy shirt. The little one started, staring up at her beneath stringy dark hair with her large, onyx eyes. The little girl said nothing, but the brightness in her face spoke loudly enough. Naomi smiled back. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

She mumbled something Naomi couldn’t understand, and she realized that the language barrier might be a problem. She looked around, but nobody stirred. The little girl said something again, her voice taking on a more desperate tone this time.

“What is it sweety?” Naomi spoke very slowly, making sure to make her tone very concerned, hoping that she could understand tones if not her words. Her little hand formed into a fist and pointed over towards her left. Naomi got up from her crouch and followed the chubby pointing finger. As she got to the edge of the building, her heart sank. A small baby lay there, barely wrapped in a grimy cloth and covered in mud. She picked it up, which woke it up to cry.

It’s wail carried into the car, where Ram put his hand up to rub his temples. He turned to Dion. “She’s gonna bring that baby, isn’t she?”

“Quite probably.”

“It will just be one child, just this one, I promise!” Ram’s voice was high-pitched in a terrible mockery of Naomi, whose voice was actually quite soft, and on the deeper end of women’s voices.

“Hey, do you really want to leave these kids out here to starve and die?”

“Well, no, not really. But what are we going to do with them? We have enough stuff that we are supposed to be doing, you know, like saving the world. So how are we supposed to do that and—” He cut off as Nomi opened the door, placing the baby in the back seat.

“I know I said only one, but only two is okay, right? It’s a baby. How can you tell me no?”

“Like this. ‘No’.” Ram was annoyed even more by the constant wails of the child. Glaring at it without turning around, he narrowed his eyes at the center mirror. Naomi went back, and scooped up the trembling girl off of the pavement to come put her in the car, too. She buckled her in, then picked up the baby and cooed at it. Immediately, it stopped crying to laugh and reach up with chubby hands towards her face, cooing in response.

Ram sighed and pulled forwards again. “Naomi, do me a favor?”

“Yes, Ram?” She figured she owed him. After all, I’ve just spontaneously added two new people to the team, and they aren’t even extremely useful people.

“Try not to look out the window anymore.”

She laughed shortly. “Yes sir. I shall keep my eyes on my children.”

He huffed. “Naomi, they are not your children, and we are not kidnapping them. We are going to find an official at the airport who can translate for us, and we are going to explain that they need a home, and then we are leaving them here.”

Her eyebrows creased together as she roared. “Hey! No! It isn’t kidnapping, it’s spontaneous adoption!”

Dion turned to look at her, his eyes full of sympathy. “No. Naomi, honey, it doesn’t work that way. We will need to talk to the officials, and we’re going to have to leave them here. But it’s very nice of you to care so much for them, enough to pick them up off the streets, and care for them.”

She sulked in the back seat, mentally preparing her speech to the official about why she should be allowed to keep the children. They arrived at the airport, and Dion opened the door for Naomi to get out, still holding the baby, who was sleeping now. He reached in and tried to pick up the little girl, but she cowered away from his touch, and shakily stood to clutch onto the back of Naomi’s shirt. Together, they walked into the airport, Naomi as hackled as a mother bear about to protect her cubs.

Chapter 12

 

Walking in, Dion steered them towards Customs. “There should be someone there who can translate.”

Naomi grumbled, following him and rehearsing an angry speech in her head. I can take plenty good care of them. Take them to America, feed them, clothe them. It’s not fair to let them rot on the streets for some rule! I will not let them be made into slaves of any kind! Not these precious babies… My precious babies.

They found a young man there, in an official’s suit but doing nothing. Getting his attention, he saw the girls in their ragged, dirty clothes. His nose wrinkled in disgust, but noticing the clean appearance of the two others, raised one eyebrow curiously. The little girl spoke before any of them could, her high, child’s voice rising and falling, trembling like a feather falling in the wind. 

The official’s eyebrows rose, fell, then creased against his eyes. He bit his lip, then turned to Naomi. “Amira here says that you saved her and her sister Zahra. She says that they were starving, and you took them away, and will give them food and a home. Their parents left them months ago, and they were starving because the family taking care of them died a few days ago, when… it happened. She says she wants to go with you.”

“I can’t speak Arabic; I didn’t know. I did take them from the streets, and I would like—”

“They need a home.” Dion interrupted.

The official looked between the two of them. “Are you saying that the young woman here is incapable of caring for these children?”

Dion sighed. “N—Well, no. Not exactly. I’m sure she’d do a fine job.”

“Yes, she would. Look how they flock to her. Even not knowing a word of what she says, they trust her.” He looked him straight in the eyes, unwavering and sad. “There is no home for them here. If you want to leave them here, they will be returned to the streets. We can’t find every child affected by this. If you want to give them a home, you will need to be the one to give it to them.”

Naomi smiled widely. “Where can I adopt them? Where do I sign the papers?”

The official grinned at her. “I’m glad you are so devoted to these children. It breaks my heart to see them out in the streets. I have taken in a few of my own. I’m sure there is work to do in your own country, but I can put you on the phone with someone who has helped me adopt mine.”

She accepted the offer, moving over to the phone on the desk, and having a very brief conversation with the person on the other end. When she returned, she was beaming. “She says that in this state of emergency, they are opening adoption to out of country more willingly, and she will be over in the papers in a few minutes. She’s already cleared the immigration back home, too. The countries cooperate so much better when they’re all in states of emergency… if only it could be like this all the time.”

He frowned, shaking his head with a sigh. “This is true, but I couldn’t wish this kind of tragedy on anyone, much less the entire world. It is ridiculous. I hope whatever did it can be reversed.”

“I hope so too… I hope so too.”

They were interrupted by Ram, loudly stalking over to glare at Naomi. “How long does it take to say that these two kids need a home?”

Naomi smiled haughtily. “Not long at all! But these two don’t need a home. Not anymore, that is. The ambassador is on her way over, and I’m going to adopt them. Zahra and Amira.” At the mention of her name, the little girl turned to smile at her.

He turned to stare at Dion. “You let her do what?”

Looking away, he couldn’t meet his eyes, but a smile twitched at the edges of his lips. “What? I don’t control her, it’s her choice! And I think it’s a good one.” The customs officer looked between all of them, and slunk away slowly. Dion continued. “Do you really want to leave them back on the streets? Because those are the choices. We let Naomi take them, or they go to the streets to die—or worse.”

Ram blustered, then sighed. “No, I don’t want to hurt them. But do we really have the space and the time for this? We are living out of a plane and we will be traveling for who knows how long. That’s no place for a child.”

Naomi was rocking the child. “I will need to buy formula, diapers, and clothes… and a bottle, and blankets… and I need to sign the papers for the ambassador… Hmm… How to do this…” She was talking more to herself than anyone else, but Dion grinned happily.

“If I get to pick out the clothes and stuff, I’ll go get it right now. I’ve always wanted to pick out baby things!” He seemed so giddily happy, and Naomi was more than willing to let him make most of the initial purchases. After all… he’s not short on money. And he did offer… She looked down at the little girl holding her hand. I suppose I can put away my pride for my babies. On her nod, he smiled widely, and dragged Ram to go find the supplies they needed.

The three of them waited in silence together, having gone to sit on a bench. Holding Zahra to her chest with one hand, she played with Amira’s hair while the little girl rested her head on Naomi’s lap.

Finally, the Ambassador arrived. “Ahh, are these the lucky children?”

“Indeed they are. Did my background check clear?”

The lady smiled. “Yes, you’re one of the best that’s come through. Not even a speeding ticket! So, you’re sure you want this responsibility? Raising two children alone? It will fly now, but normally it wouldn’t be so easy for you to be approved.” She turned and talked to Amira before filling out some things on papers hooked to a clip board in her hand.

“Yes, I’m sure.”

She nodded, and looked down at some papers she was holding. “I went ahead and ran a check. The parents are not in question, and so these two are both considered orphans. I’ve already sent their paperwork for immigration, but the U.S. has declared nearly open borders during this time of distress. You’ll have no trouble getting through with them, you’ll just have to get their papers finalized over there.”

“We’re going to be traveling for a while yet, is that still okay?” Naomi’s stomach jumped. I don’t want to leave them, but I also know I have to fix the mistake I made before it gets any worse, too.

“Yep, that’s probably better. In that case, you can probably pick up the papers at the airport if you let them know ahead of time where you’re flying in to. Anyway, I need you to read and sign these. Then I’ll take them back and have them filed. This is a lot more informal than usual, and much quicker, I assure you. We don’t just hand children out to anybody, but the government is happy to be getting any of the children adopted right now with much of the population being wiped out. Every bit helps, even though these two weren’t orphaned by the event.”

“I see. well, here you are, then.” She handed the clipboard back with a smile, glancing once more to ease her anxiety that she’d filled in something wrong.

Looking over the papers, the ambassador nodded, then held out the folder she had been holding. “Here are two new birth certificates for you. Your other papers and passports will be ready in the U.S. in a couple weeks. Those certificates should be enough to get you through anywhere.”

Naomi raised her eyebrows. “Where did you get their birth dates from?”

“Honestly I just picked them based on their ages. She says she’s six.”

“Well, thank you so much, Ambassador!”

She smiled warmly, getting up to leave. “It was my pleasure! I always love overseeing American adoptions, even though it happens very rarely. Anyways, you may legally go now. Thank you!”

Naomi smiled and waved after her, still sitting with her girls to wait. Then, ambling down the hall, overladen with bags, the two men arrived. She grinned happily and followed them back to the sleek silver plane. Amira gasped, and said something excitedly that Naomi didn’t understand. She smiled down at the little dark eyes. Crouching down, Naomi pointed at it and said with careful enunciation, “Plane.”

The little one haltingly managed to repeat the word. “Pl…ane.” Naomi clapped and smiled brightly, making the little girl beam with happiness.  Together, they all boarded. Dion excitedly started pulling things out of the bags.

“I guessed on sizes, so I really hope things fit them, and that I got the right colors and styles and stuff—”

Ram looked over at him incredulously. “Um? Have you seen what they have on? I don’t think they’ll care too much.”

Dion glared, and started laying out some onesies on the couch. “Look at this one! It’s like she’s a little mermaid. Isn’t it adorable?” 

“Oh my goodness yes! That is just the cutest thing!” Naomi grinned, tears brimming. “And this one! Aren’t these strawberries just the cutest?”

Dion smiled and picked up one that was just white with a turtle on it. “I think this one is closest to her size right now. Can I put it on her?”

She raised an eyebrow. “Well, I do thank you very much for your generosity and absolutely you may dress her sometime, but…” She held her up gently so he could see. “I think I’m going to go bathe Zahra in the sink first. Could you take care of Amira for a little bit? She needs something to eat, then she can wash up while I feed Zahra.” 

He grinned. “Of course! That’s a better idea anyway, I’m just so excited!”

“He loves babies, if you couldn’t tell. I should have gone with you instead of him.” Even with his cynical words, Ram was smiling.

Walking back into the small bathroom, she felt like she was standing in the shower as she started running lukewarm water. When it reached the right temperature, she closed the drain and filled the sink halfway, then started to pull strips of the dirty cloth off of her, peeling the cloth out of the folds of skin and cringing at the rashes and mud found below. It felt like the rags disintegrated in her hands as she gingerly put them in a nearby bag, probably meant for laundry but now designated as a trash bag.

Finally she had all of the grimy cloth peeled away from the tiny body. She gently placed the baby into the water, and it began to cry. Taking a wash cloth, she tenderly rubbed the dirt from the baby’s skin, being as careful as possible not to irritate the rashes. As it washed away, the water began to become murky. Her eyebrows creased together. I hadn’t counted on needing two sinks of water… She picked the baby up and held her while she tried to quickly drain the sink. She watched as the water swirled, not moving quick enough for her. Zahra was wailing, now cold as the air dried her off.

Naomi turned on the sink, figuring that it might help the other water go down the drain. Whether it did or didn’t she wasn’t sure, but either way, she ran more warm water and returned Zahra to it. This is taking considerably longer than I thought. I do hope Amira and Dion are doing okay out there… It was then she noticed out of the corner of her eye two little eyes and a head of dark hair peeking in around the door frame.

“Hello, Amira.” She simply stared, so Naomi tried something else. “Come here, sweety. Let’s wash you off, too.” She pointed at the shower, and Amira got in, clothes and all. Naomi gestured to the baby’s clothes in the bag, and she shrunk back a little bit, clearly hesitant. “Here.” Naomi shut the shower curtain, giving her some privacy.

Having gotten all the dirt and grime off of Zahra, she wrapped the baby gently in the towel, and gently dried her before getting her into the turtle onesie. Before walking out, she made sure to reach in and show Zahra how the water worked. As it trickled out, she heard an overjoyed shriek that grew in excitement as the water gained pressure and velocity. 

Smiling and shaking her head, she took the baby out to the two men, who were looking down the hall anxiously. When she appeared, Ram quickly turned away, trying to act as nonchalant as he always did.

Dion was bubbling more than sparkling cider. “Aw, look at her! Such a little cutie! Can I pick out a hat for her?”

Naomi raised one eyebrow. “Do you think she needs one? It’s pretty warm.”

“Well, her hair is a little wet, right? But I guess she doesn’t particularly need one… can I at least hold her? You’re making a bottle, right?” 

She smiled and nodded, handing the small, wriggling body over to him. He looked down into her eyes. “Such a good little girl. So quiet for having not eaten since who knows when…” He paused, running a finger over her cheek lovingly. “Can’t have been too long ago, though. You seem in good shape. Well, as good as can be expected, I suppose.”

Heating a little water in the microwave, she cracked open the can of formula and read the side of the can to check the proportions. “Two scoops in that bottle, okay.”

Finally having it mixed properly, she took the baby from Dion’s arms, and put the nipple to her mouth, tilting it so it was touching the roof of her mouth. “Here, Zahra. You gonna drink? Be Mommy’s good little baby? Yeah! There you go!” She’d started sucking the formula hungrily, reaching up to hold the bottle.

Halfway through the formula, she slowed to a regular eating pace, and finally started to look a bit drowsy. Finishing her bottle, Naomi lay her up on her shoulder and urged a couple burps out before letting her curl up slightly in her arms. Her dark eyes looked up happily at her new mother, pulling her thumb to her mouth. Slowly the eyelids drooped and her breathing slowed as she fell asleep with a sigh.

Naomi looked at the child in wonder for a moment. I can’t believe she’s mine. Hearing a screech from the bathroom, she lay the baby in Dion’s waiting arms. She accepted the transition, not waking from her slumber. 

Standing, Naomi grabbed a cute pair of multicolored plaid capris and a summer shirt with frilly purple-edged sleeves and took it into the bathroom, laying it on the counter next to a towel. She noticed that the floor was covered in water, and called in past the curtain.

“Amira?” The little girl giggled. “Almost done?” She knew that the girl wouldn’t understand her, but how else would she learn the language? She got no response other than more giggles. A little hand reached to the edge of the curtain, and to Naomi’s surprise, pulled it back to expose two radiant eyes and a smile surrounded by fluffy soap forming a pointed beard off of her chin. She pointed to the beard and said something that Naomi presumed equated to ‘beard’ or ‘man’ or the likes. 

She smiled, laughed a little, then motioned for her to wash it off and finish up. She left the clothes on the counter, thinking how similar they were to clothes she had worn herself so many years ago in the days of childhood. She had always preferred capris to shorts simply because she often landed on and skinned up her knees. 

She looked back into the bathroom, and heard the water shut off. Smiling, she walked down the hall of the plane. 

Chapter 13

 

“Well,” she said, scanning the room around her, “Shall we research?”

Ram refused to give up his spot on the couch, even when the baby woke up and started crying in Dion’s arms. “Now look, you woke the baby!”

Naomi covered her mouth, having forgotten to be quiet. Scooping the child up to cradle it in her arms, she cooed at it until it stopped crying, whether from her noises or the rocking Naomi wasn’t sure. As the little one fell back to sleep, she sat down in the chair at the head of the couch and pulled out her phone.

“So…” This time, she remembered to whisper. “We need a horn. Something with a horn. Probably in Africa, they have a lot of horned things.”

Ram looked up. “Actually, while you two were messing with children, I found something actually useful.”

He was silent for a minute, so Naomi prompted him on. “Oh?”

“Well, I was thinking, the last clue was referencing a poem. So what if all of the clues are?”

“Referencing poetry?”

“Poetry, or maybe just literature in general. I’m not really sure yet, but it could be. It makes sense, right? Because Morgan came from literature and all that. So I looked it up, and I found something. I think we need a, well—”

“A what?” Dion interrupted in his impatience, sensing that Ram was about to go down another rabbit trail.

“It sounds completely ridiculous, but I think we need a unicorn’s horn.”

They were all silent, then Naomi tilted her head, pursed her lips, and nodded slightly as if that could possibly be true. “It makes a little sense, I suppose. Morgan would know we need to get all of these things fairly quickly, so she gave us something to work with. If they are all literature clues, that makes some sense, or even if they’re all mythical creatures from a certain mythology. So, we need to find a unicorn.”

Dion raised his eyebrows, then nodded. “Well, okay then. But uh, Ram? How exactly do you get to a unicorn? The minotaur has horns.”

“Well have you ever seen a minotaur?” Ram rolled his eyes.

He returned the gesture. “Have you ever seen a phoenix?”

“Fair enough.” He laughed. “I found a poem about a lion and a unicorn. They were enemies, and, well, that fits with what we need, doesn’t it? It was representing England and Scotland, but since we can’t put a horn of Scotland in our… whatever this cure thing is going to be, I figure the unicorn is the best bet. And it kind of makes sense since the last clue led us to an actual literal phoenix.”

“Fair enough.” Dion closed his eyes and leaned back to think while Naomi searched things on her phone, which desperately needed a charge again. 

She looked down at the sleeping baby, and over at her charging wire which was laying on the ground. It can wait a couple more percent. Amira came out of the bathroom, and started playing with her rabbit happily on the floor. “Amira?” She looked up from where she was crouched, tilting her head. Naomi pointed over to the wire. “Please?” The little one scooted over and handed her the end of the wire. “Thank you!” She patted her head before the little one resumed playing.

Finally, she stumbled across it. “I’ve got it!” She hissed the words as excitedly as the quiet atmosphere would allow. Both men turned to look at her. “There’s this article, and it’s about the unicorns in the Bible. Well, it turns out that it was something to do with miscommunication. Because the unicorns they mean are rhinos! We need a rhino horn.”

“That’s great!” Dion’s smile turned to a frown. “But isn’t that literally illegal?”

“Probably. I think so, anyway. But it’s okay, right? Not like anyone should care too much, with things how they are—”

Ram interrupted them. “Which is fine, except it’s not. Let’s not go breaking laws if we can avoid it, please. I’d like to keep my job.”

“You know, I’ve never been a fan of your job. I’ve told you how many times you should just quit and we can travel together? You live with me half of the time anyway.”

“Hush, D. You know as well as I why I won’t do that. Anyway, let’s go to Africa.”

Naomi looked up from her phone excitedly. “I found something perfect! There’s a guy in South Africa who farms rhino horns. We can probably buy one off of him.”

Ram and Dion’s faces lit up alike. “That’s perfect!” Ram seemed much happier now. He looked over at Amira, who was still playing on the floor. “So, uh… I’ll sit up with D, she can have the other seat.”

“Sounds good, thank you. Can you buckle her in? I don’t want to wake Zahra.”

“Yes, please don’t get up.” There was no hesitation before he agreed and tried to get the little girl up off the floor and into the seat. 

She cowered away from him until Naomi looked over, smiled, and gestured to the seat. She warily got up, clutching her rabbit close, and staring at Naomi the whole time. Ram managed to buckle her in, though Naomi could swear the little one was very close to crying. Whatever happened to her… I hope I can help her forget.

As they took off, Amira began wailing, staring at the windows. This woke Zahra, who cried for some reason between being woken and simply because Amira was crying. As soon as they were at an altitude that she could unbuckle herself, Naomi walked over and stroked the six-year-old’s hair. “It’s okay, Amira. It’s okay…”

She understood the crooning, comforting tone more than the words, Naomi suspected, but either way she slowly quieted down. She moved them over to the couch, where she could stroke her hair as she lay her head on her lap to rest, and eventually fall asleep. Zahra took more convincing to quiet down, and Naomi had to rock her gently for quite some time until she finally started to sleep again.

This plane ride seems to be taking a lot longer than usual. Of course I guess that could be because I usually sleep during them. Actually I’m not sure I’ve been fully conscious through any of them. At least this is a short one I guess.

When they did finally get ready to land, Naomi gently reached over to buckle Amira in as best as she could. Thank goodness there is this couch… We’ve used it so much! She barely saw Dion and Ram come through in the darkness as the lights went off and she drifted to sleep.

The next morning, the two men were talking in hushed voices as the sun woke the girls gently. Naomi looked out the window. “Where are we?”

“We’re in Johannesburg. This whole country is a complete mess. This was definitely not the best idea, bringing the kids here.”

“No.” Naomi sighed. “It probably wasn’t the best idea, but it’s the only thing we can do considering the circumstances. So why don’t you and Ram go get the horn? I’ll stay here, and find a grocery store and grab some things for the kiddos. Like food.”

“I have food stocked in the closet over there. Probably not the best food, but it’s food. Like noodles and some bagels I think. I don’t know, I guess you’d better buy food.”

Ram came back, too, and agreed that it would be best if he and Dion went alone to get the horn. “After all, we know exactly what we need, and you know exactly what you need. We might as well split, right—No, wait.”

Naomi gave him an odd look. “What is it? Wait, what’s going on—Oh… oh. Nevermind. I, I see what the problem is. Well, Ram, can you go? You have a phone, right?”

“Yes, I have one, but—” He looked between the two of them. “Yes, I suppose. I’ll go. But if I call, listen to what I say. Don’t do anything stupid. And if I don’t come back, then don’t come after me. Okay?”

Dion looked between them. “What is it? Why can’t I go with him?”

“Because…” He sighed. “Look. There were movements to restart apartheid, and I don’t know if they’ve been completed or not. And we are not putting you in that kind of danger, not if we can avoid it. None of us are really perfect for this, but—” He shook his head. “No, you’ll stay here and Naomi will get groceries.”

Dion sighed. Naomi, feeling a pang of guilt for making him stay cooped up in the plane, offered a small condolence. “You’ll get to hold Zahra for the whole time I’m gone, if that makes you feel any better.”

He smiled faintly. “It does, but only moderately. I still want to be useful.”

“D! You literally fly the plane! How is that not useful?” Ram’s eyebrows pressed together as he threw his hands up.

Naomi nodded. “Dion, you’re already the most important person on this team. Do you really think we would be able to beat the time frame without you?”

“Well, possibly, but I’m not really helping too much right now. You guys are solving the clues and stuff, you know?”

“Okay, but would that even matter at all if we didn’t have you to fly us to the places we need to be?” He was silent, so Ram continued. “Okay, I’ll put it this way. Do you see any other planes really going much of anywhere? Do you think we’d be able to get on a plane and go as fast as we need to be?”

“No…” He admitted it, though his voice still held a shred of disbelief. Naomi let it go, figuring it was good enough for now, but Ram had different ideas.

“Who wrote the report to the FBI to keep them off Miss Cortez’s trail? You did. Who gave me directions while driving? You did. Who is funding most of this excursion anyway? You! You’re the goat—”

“Goat?”

“Greatest of all time, man. And don’t you let any voice in your head say different, okay?”

“Okay. Sorry, Ram…”

He smiled gently. “No, not sorry. Just try your best.”

“I promise. My very best.”

“Good.” He walked over to the door, stretching as he did. “Now, I’m going to go get a car and drive over to see our friend the rhino gardener. Sound good? I’ve researched him on the way, so I know pretty well what needs to be said.”

“Sounds fine…” Dion agreed quietly.

Ram sighed. “You sound about as honest as a cheetah.”

He raised an eyebrow. “A cheetah?”

“Yeah. Nobody wants to play cards with a cheetah.”

“Wow, you’re full of ‘em tonight, huh?”

Naomi interrupted. “Har har, Ram. Do you need any specific groceries while I’m buying them?”

Ram paused to think. “Hmm… No I don’t really think I do. I guess if you really want to know, some muffins would be great.”

Dion smiled a bit. “Ram, you always want muffins. But muffins are not meals. What else do you want?”

“Uh, just some ramen or something I guess. Not a great cook.”

Naomi nodded. “Okay, I can do that. I’ll leave in a bit. I figure you’ll be gone until this afternoon, so I don’t have to rush too much.”

Ram nodded, then ducked out the door and down the stairs.

He was gone before too long, leaving Dion to sigh and stoop his shoulders, sitting in the chair Naomi usually occupied. They sat in sullen silence for a little bit before she offered him Zahra, making his face immediately brighten up. She smiled, mentally compiling a grocery list. Scooting Amira’s head gently off of her lap, she stood and stretched.  

“If you don’t mind, I think I will go ahead and head to the store now.” She turned to Amira, and slowly signed what she was saying. She pointed to herself, then the door, and made her fingers walk. Finally, she put her hand up to her mouth to signify food. Amira nodded, and stood up from the floor. Naomi made a beckoning motion. “Come?” Then she pointed at the floor. “Stay?”

“Come.” 

Naomi beamed proudly at her, and held out her hand. The little one ran over and slipped her hand into her mother’s. Dion looked up at them as they got ready to head out the door.

“Remember, it could affect you two, also. Be careful, okay? Don’t get caught. Especially the little one; she doesn’t have a passport.”

Naomi pursed her lips. “Technically neither do I. How exactly have we avoided customs everywhere?”

“Ram. He can clear us before we land, or after, with the FBI’s help. And security isn’t the biggest priority right now, seeing as people dropped dead where they stood and most countries are bordering on underpopulation now.”

“Mmm. Well, is that better or worse than before?”

Dion shook his head. “This is why Ram can’t take you seriously, you know.” 

Naomi looked guilty, and walked out the door, the little one in tow. He called her back and handed her a card. “Here, you’ll need this. Since I don’t think you want to go through the hassle of exchange.”

“I will pay you back. Someday. When we get home, probably.” 

But Dion waved it off. “No need. I either give to you or someone else who needs it.” Looking down at the baby, he smiled. “Just let me at least be Uncle Dion?”

She smiled, nodded, and went out the door once more, this time closing it behind her, and together they made their way to the nearest store.

Chapter 14

 

“Naomi? Naomi.” Ram hesitantly reached over to shake her. “Naomi!” She stirred, and looked up at him. He showed her the horn he held in his hands. “I have it.”

“Good…”

She made no move to get up, and closed her eyes again. “Naomi, I need you to do the thing with the paper. Please? You can nap in a bit, and we can make up for some lost time.”

“Just put a little glitter on it. I’m sure you can manage.”

“Well… manage and succeed are a bit different. But I’ll try my best.” He took some glitter out of the vial and dumped it on the paper. Nothing happened.

“Naomi—”

“Blow it from your hand. Like a wish or a kiss.”

“Oh.” He tried it, but nothing happened. “I think you need to do it.”

She hissed at him to shh, but it was too late. Zahra woke up and began to cry from her nest in the other chair.

Ram guiltily slunk away down the hall to the small room in the tail of the plane where Dion was sleeping. “Sorry… I’ll just go try to sleep I guess. Even though it’s pretty early for bed?”

Naomi glared after him. “No you will not. You woke the baby for this, we are getting it done. And it’s not that early, we decided that Dion needed to sleep so he could fly again tonight. What took you so long, anyway?”

Ram quietly shifted back and forth. “Okay, sorry. Thank you. The map was less than helpful so I got lost trying to navigate and drive.” 

She took the paper, and scooped the glitter he’d scattered on the counter into her hand, then blew it onto the paper. This time, it took, and formed into little words. “The scale of the one that New Year’s greets. Not entirely sure what that’s supposed to mean, but have at it.”

“Thanks. Sorry for waking the baby, I didn’t realize you were really asleep.”

Naomi sighed and smiled, rubbing her eyes tiredly. “It’s fine, we needed to do that anyway. I mean, what if we’d had the wrong thing? And Zahra probably needs to eat, too.”

She heated a bottle in the microwave, then went to feed the little girl. As she sucked down the formula hungrily, Naomi watched as she got sleepy. This time, she didn’t finish the whole thing before she stopped. After changing her, Naomi wrapped her in the blankets once more, and lay her back in the seat. They’d barricaded the open side with a suitcase. On a whim, Naomi emptied out her suitcase beside the couch, and lined it with blankets, then put the baby in there. She slid it over to lay beside the couch, where she could reach in and hold the little hand if need be.

Before laying down, Naomi peeked under the little blanket tent set up at the other end of the couch. It wasn’t much of a tent, but Amira had built it and refused to sleep anywhere else. She was fast asleep, chubby hands gripping the little pink rabbit as if her life depended on it. Smiling, she wrinkled her nose. As cute as it was, that bunny would need to be washed sooner than later. Maybe they could stop at a laundromat somewhere, if they had some extra time. And it should be less than two weeks that we’re on the road like this. Hopefully, because any longer and there might not be a ‘we’ to be on the road at all.

Having satisfied her new motherly instincts, she turned the lights off and lay back down. She could hear both her girls breathing, heaving their dreams into the night. To the rhythm of their sleepy song, she fell asleep herself.

When Ram awoke the next morning, the plane was already in the air. Naomi was sitting on one end of the couch holding Zahra, who was cooing at her phone. “And the three little pigs went ‘Wee Wee Wee,’ All the way home!”

“Reading to her already? Isn’t she a bit young for that?” Ram asked, sitting down in the chair next to the couch to peek at the children’s ebook that Naomi had downloaded that morning, along with a slew of other free ones she’d found on Kindle.

She glared at him. “There is no such thing as being too young for reading.”

His eyes widened, and he sat back and listened as she read another story about a rabbit who was beaten in a race by a tortoise. When she was done, Zahra made a very happy noise, and seemed content to just sit in Naomi’s lap for a bit, so she turned to Ram. “Plus, I’ve already figured out our next mythical creature. I just need to figure out which real creature it is before we hit the ground.”

She didn’t elaborate, so he prompted her on. “And the creature is…?”

Naomi looked at him in confusion, her one eyebrow raised. “Really? You don’t know it? I mean, ‘scale’ and ‘New Year’… I thought it was pretty obvious.” She saw and empty, unamused look in his eyes, so she gave him the answer. “A dragon. We need a dragon’s scale. Even more specifically, a Chinese dragon’s scale.”

“How on Earth are we supposed to get a dragon’s scale?!”

She stared at him blankly. “Ram, I think you need to go back to sleep. You don’t question phoenix feathers and unicorn horns, but you question dragon scales?”

“I’m pretty sure I questioned the other two as well.”

“You know what I mean. But we found them, didn’t we? So we’ll find a dragon scale, too. It won’t be that hard, right?”

“Whatever you say, Naomi. But we should probably get on that. There’s an awful lot of paper left, and not an awful lot of time. Only 10 days left, and who knows how many things left to find. We should probably be trying to go a little faster.”

“It makes me anxious, not knowing how many things we have left to find. Why can’t we just get all the clues at once? That would be nice.”

“Yes, yes it would.” He pulled out his laptop and began tapping away at the keys. “But we don’t, so we need to assume that we will have as many clues as will fit on that paper, which as far as I can tell will be about fifty.”

“Fifty?! Ram there’s no way we’d find fifty clues. Okay? It just isn’t gonna happen. We’re doing good to solve one a day.”

“I know, and it’s not good enough. So we need to up our game.”

“Well as long as we figure it out before we land we’ll be fine.”

“Okay then, I guess. We will have to try for that.” Just then, Amira emerged giggling from her blanket fort. Naomi looked over at her, tilting her head. “What is it?”

She smiled, and showed Naomi her bunny, which she was bouncing up and down on the floor. Naomi smiled, pointing to it, and saying clearly, “Bunny.”

“Bunny… Bunny, bunny, bunny!”

“Yes, bunny!” Naomi beamed at her, as she hopped the bunny around on the floor, chanting the word. Ram beamed at her, praising her for the new word. “She’ll be speaking English in no time.”

Naomi smiled, and shifted Zahra into the suitcase where she could lay on her back. The baby was quite amused by this, shrieking loudly and bringing a smile even to the face of Ram.

He pursed his lips and thought a moment before speaking again. “Any theories, yet? As to what animal it is I mean.”

“Well… I’ve sorta found something, but it isn’t inherently useful. And you probably already knew it. But there are different types of Chinese dragons.”

“What kinds?”

“Uh, Metal, Fire, Water…. Uh, wood I think… and one more. Rock maybe? Not sure. I think water and fire are the most logical ones because I really don’t think there are rock, wood, and metal dragons walking around. Not that I think there are really any dragons walking around, but it seems that my whole childhood was a lie so why not.”

“The best lies are based on a kernel of truth, you know…”

“Oh, hush. Don’t throw my words back at me.” She paused, then frowned. “I never knew that was so true, though. Even lies that I thought were obvious are turning out to be true anymore. Well, not true, but based in truth.” Naomi spoke quietly, struggling to internalize the fact that unicorns and dragons were something more than just creatures found in fairy tales and Dungeons and Dragons.

They each researched, until Dion called them back to the cockpit. “I knew I remembered reading something like this once!” He was excited, and it showed in his voice. “The Chinese water dragon is a crocodile.”

“Really?” Ram asked incredulously. “It’s that easy?”

Naomi shrugged. “Why not? I mean, they could be like a water dragon. Chinese dragons especially don’t have wings. And wasn’t the water dragon supposed to live in both water and dry land? So it makes sense. Except—”

“There are no crocodiles in China. Where did you read that, D?”

“Maybe they meant alligator. I guess it isn’t the most reliable source, I mean I don’t even remember what source it was.”

Naomi jumped in. “But I think he could definitely be on the right track.” She tapped at the screen of her phone, looking up every so often to check on Zahra. She knew she was being hyper vigilant, but she’d never had children before. “Oooh! What do you think of this. The Chinese crocodile lizard. It’s only found in China and Vietnam.”

The two of them nodded, and looked it up on their own devices. “Well… it looks like it fits the descriptions in the legends. Scaly, lives in water and on land… could definitely pull a boat? Right?”

“Pull a boat?”

“Yeah.” Dion nodded. “That was mentioned in some text about the Chinese water dragons, they were recorded as pulling the Emperor’s boat.”

“Ah. Well, the size looks like that’s a no. They’re also kinda rare and sleep a lot, so I think you’re right on that part. But I really think it’s too small.” Ram’s voice was pensive, and he paused again, staring at his screen. “I think it was the Chinese Alligator. There isn’t much difference, and alligators and crocodiles are mixed up a lot.”

“That’s true, I suppose.” Naomi was thoughtful as well, looking them up on her phone to see pictures and descriptions. “Yeah, I think that’s probably our best bet. Either way, we need to get over there, because if that’s not right, we need to know sooner than later.”

“That’s true. Where do these suckers live, I don’t want to have to drive across China.”

Naomi scrolled to the top of the article. “Uh, looks like Eastern China. Native there. So that’s where we’ll have a better chance of finding one.”

“Okay. I’ll land in Shanghai then.”

“Alright.” Ram turned to her. “I’m going to stay here with D, but call if you need us.”

She nodded, making her way back to the couch. Getting out her phone, she decided to read a book to pass the time, since she couldn’t necessarily do much else. Pulling up Kindle, she selected a book she’d read many times over about a dragon rider, keeping in mind now that some dragons, though not the ones in the book—dramatic things with wings that breathed elements and crushed cities—did exist at some point in time. Her creative side took off, and soon she was in the land of dragons and elves, frolicking in the magical forests with the orcs and ogres.

By the time they arrived in Shanghai, she had to pick up both girls from where they were sleeping. Zahra was on the couch, nestled gently in a pile of blankets, but Amira would need to sit there as that was where the buckle closest to Naomi was, and the girl still wasn’t fond of take-offs and landings. The sleeping girl did not wake when Naomi placed her on the chair and buckled her in, holding her to her body with one arm around the little shoulders while holding the sleeping baby in the other arm. They landed smoothly, and neither of them awoke. Thank goodness for that. I couldn’t get them to sleep all night, but of course now they can sleep just fine. Typical.

Both men came back from the cockpit, and Ram stretched his arms up to the ceiling. “So… shall we go dragon hunting?”

Chapter 15

 

“Sure, I’d love to. But what are we going to do with the kids?” Naomi asked. I can’t be left out of the hunt! My instincts are fairly vital, especially when they aren’t entirely sure what it is we’re after. “So, Dion. Do you think you can take care of them for me? We shouldn’t be gone for too long, I don’t think.”

“Oh, yeah!” Ram rolled his eyes. “We just have to wrestle a bloody alligator. Nothing major at all!”

Naomi smiled. “Oh, my naive friend. Wrestle an alligator? No. We have to hunt the alligator and bring him home alive.” Their eyes were huge. She laughed. “Or we could just pick up a molted scale from the ground.”

Ram sighed. “Okay, that’s fair I suppose. So we just need to find the nearest place with alligators. That would be the nearest river, right?”

“Um, actually I was thinking the zoo.”

He looked down at the ground and sighed. “Again, that makes more sense. So why can’t we bring the kids along. It’s just the zoo, right?”

Naomi nodded, bringing her hand up to her face and biting her lip. “That sounds good.” She nodded, as if convincing herself. “Yeah, there shouldn’t be anything to stop them from being okay, right? Just have to keep very good track of them.”

“And somehow convince the officials that the children are part of our FBI investigation. Well, more like hope they believed my lie, honestly. I told them they were your kids and you couldn’t find a babysitter. Which, like all these lies we are studying, is the truth, and yet not, at the same time. Crazy, right? But I’m just hoping they don’t look into the kid’s history too far and find out that they were only recently adopted.”

“Fair enough. Thank you, Ram. I know you don’t want me to have them, because they’re a nuisance.”

His eyes softened in a way she hadn’t thought they could. “I’m glad they have a home. I feel pressured, though, and I don’t think this was the very best time to take them in.”

“No, it probably wasn’t. But I love them, and I couldn’t leave them out in the cold.” She paused before meeting his eyes. “I don’t know that I’ve ever felt love—not like this, anyway. It’s so much it hurts, like physically.”

Ram nodded. “There are some people you’d do anything in the world for.” He looked over at Dion and smiled. “So, D, you ready?” 

He nodded, and scooped up Zahra from the couch where she was laying. “I’ll carry this little cupcake!” Picking her up, he nuzzled her nose against his, making her squeal and grab at his nose. “Yeah, you like Uncle Dion, huh sweety? Yeah!”

She cooed as if to agree, and nestled into his strong arms comfortably. Naomi grinned and held Amira’s hand. If she were to pick up the six-year-old, she would have to put her down shortly, so she figured it was best to wait until later to pick her up. At the least until we are down the stairs, then I can carry her at the zoo or when by dangerous streets. If only she weren’t so heavy!

Getting to the outside of the airport, Ram called a taxi. “We’re just going to the zoo, so a taxi should be fine. I know I sure don’t want to drive in this mess. Riyadh was bad enough.”

“Fair point.” The taxi pulled over and they hurried into it, barely squeezing in. She figured that’s why it had taken them so long to get one; all the others must have had someone in them already and they needed all the seats available. They weren’t in the car for nearly as long as Naomi thought they would be before they were there. 

Ram jolted and nearly slammed into the ceiling. He frantically looked at Dion. “What are we supposed to pay with?! I totally forgot! Traveling with the FBI allowances and all, I forgot to exchange it!”

Dion blinked then stared at him. “Ram, how have we paid for everything else on this trip.”

“You’ve paid for it…”

“Exactly. So how are we going to pay for it now?”

“You’ll pay for it…” He sighed.

“Mhm.” He handed his card to the driver, who swiped it. “This card works overseas. We got it for that purpose, remember?”

“Yeah, I remember. But it’s not fair! You shouldn’t have to pay for everything, you know!”

“I know.” Dion opened the door and got out, having taken his receipt. “But it’s also not fair that I got some huge sum of money just from existing, and you… you know.” By this time, Naomi had gotten Amira out of the car, and took Zahra from Dion. She smelled a little ripe, so she went off to the bathroom to change her into one of the fresh diapers she’d shoved into her satchel.

Ram waited until she was out of earshot before continuing. “Got everything taken away as a child. I know. But you still shouldn’t have to blow your fortune on me.”

“Has it ever occurred to you that I want to?”

“Not particularly, no. But do you?”

Dion looked him straight in the eyes and put both his hands on the shorter man’s shoulders. “Of course I do. You know I’d gladly spend more than I do on you, but even though I get you everything you ask for, you don’t even dent the interest. I mean, if I bought only what you asked for I’d only ever spend ten dollars. But I take my own creative license, you little worry wort.”

“But—”

“No buts. I bought that house because we liked it. I bought this plane and designed it for us. What more do I have to do to show you that money is nothing to me, but you are?  You’re my brother. You and your father took me in when nobody else believed me about who I was. You trusted me when I was alone, and treated me like family. You are family.”

Ram quieted down, and they stood in silence for a little bit before he turned. “I know, but—” Naomi appeared with children in tow, and he cast her a glance before nodding once at Dion as if to say the conversation was not finished. “So are we ready?”

The two men nodded, and they made their way to the entrance. Dion went to talk to the people at the gate about admission, and Ram squinted at the symbols on the map. “I do not read… whatever this is. Do you?”

Naomi shook her head. “Nope. But uh,” She unfolded the little map she’d picked up. “This has pictures, so that’s good. Now, where’s the Alligator…”

“Forget the alligator, where’s us?”

“That was literally the worst grammar I’ve ever heard.”

“Oh hush. Grammar is overrated anyway.”

“Not really, but okay. Anyway it looks like it’s across from the birbs.”

“Birbs?” He squinted at her. “You want to comment on my grammar and yet you say ‘birbs’?”

“Yes.” She walked over to the entrance where Dion was beckoning them forward. “Hey, we need to go find this section here.”

“Ooh! By the birbs!” Dion seemed giddy to be going into the zoo. “Oh, good! The pandas are nearby. Well, okay not really that close, but close enough that we can probably stop by. But I’ve always wanted to see a panda—”

Ram grumbled. “Really? You’re saying it too now? And I told you I’d take you to see the pandas in D.C.”

“I know, but we’re here now. We can still go to the zoo in D.C. I like zoos.”

Ram shook his head, but turned sharply as Amira squealed and ran over to the first animal she saw, dragging Naomi with her. The pink bird was standing on one leg, typical of its kind. Naomi smiled and pointed. “Flamingo.”

Amira repeated it breathlessly and stared. She said something, then frowned. Trying again, she pointed to the flamingo, then to herself, and hugged the woman. Naomi understood and smiled, then phrased it for the little one. She pointed at herself, “I,” then hugged Amira, “love,” then pointed at the flamingo, “flamingo.”

“I… love… flamingo.”

“Good job!” Naomi crooned, hugging her again as best as she could while still holding Zahra. They continued on, until she saw the next thing she liked.

She pointed and looked up at Naomi. She smiled and answered. “Anteater.”

“Anteater. I love… anteater.”

 Naomi smiled and patted the little girl’s head again, and they turned to follow the road. There was their alligator, in all it’s five-foot glory. Dion whistled.

“That’s quite the alligator. But uh, how are we supposed to get a scale from it?”

Naomi examined their surroundings. “Well, I’m a woman, and I don’t speak Chinese. And well, no offense, but I blend in better. So I’m going to take Amira down to ‘look at the alligator’ and see how close I can get to that tree there inside its pen. Because they rub off their scales. And if there’s any chance of us getting one here, it’s going to be from there. Right there, by that tree I mean.”

“Fair enough. We’ll stand over here by the bathroom.” Dion smiled and held his arms out for Zahra. She handed her over, and she nestled into his arms happily enough.

“Try to look natural, boys. I’m not sure if it’s as taboo here as it is in America or not.”

“Well I’d assume so.” Ram’s voice was matter of fact, and no-nonsense, almost condescending but not quite. “The alligator is just as dangerous here as it is there.”

Naomi nodded, pursing her lips, then took a deep breath and took Amira over to see the birds. She wasn’t too impressed, and Naomi was very thankful that she was much more impressed by the large, scaly creature across the way. “That’s an Alligator.”

 

“Alligator!” She started running over towards the fence.

A million terrible possibilities flew through Naomi’s mind in merely a second. Her eyes went wide as she screamed and lunged forward. “No! Amira, no!” She hit the sidewalk hard as she fell, lunging for the girl.

Scrambling to her feet, she felt blood drip down her hands and knees as she ran toward her daughter.

“Amira!” But the little girl paid no mind. 

Diving down to reach for her hand, she caught it this time, and looked around as fast as she could for anything resembling a scale. Some of the bark was on the ground, so she knew someone had used the tree, but she couldn’t see anything. 

Then, there it was! Something gray in among the shreds of bark and leaves on the ground. She reached in and picked it up, along with a little rock. There was no time to do anything but shove them in her pockets and pull Amira up the hill, scolding her gently, hoping the little one would at least understand the tones of worry and fear in her voice.

Her heart was pounding in her chest, and her breathing was ragged. The world rushed around her in slow motion. 

Her breathing slowed as she looked down at her safe little girl, then around, realizing that nobody seemed to care about what she’d done. I won’t be thrown out for screaming or going too close. Good.

She slowly let the tension out of her shoulders, and they started walking once more. She pulled the paper out of her satchel, and the vial of glitter. Blowing the sparkles onto the paper, she let Amira watch as the glitter formed into a flowing script. The little one squealed and clapped, but was easily distracted by the monkeys swinging around in the cages beside them.

As she admired the mammals, Naomi showed the next line to Ram. “Look. I think we’re done after this one; there’s a period there.”

He nodded, raising his eyebrows. “Seems like Morgan underestimated us, huh? Let’s see… No, wait. That’s just a piece of glitter, isn’t it? Because a period there doesn’t really make too much sense, to be honest. It’s not a sentence.”

“This from the one who said ‘where is us’ earlier.”

Dion shook his head and made an incredulous face. “And who cares?! It’s poetry. Poetry never makes sense.”

Naomi brushed it, and it wasn’t either thing. It was a piece of bark from her hands that had blown onto the paper. “Well, I still think we should be done after this one because it’s a quatrain now, and that’s kinda final, right?”

“We’ll go with that.” Ram said. He looked down at Amira, who was now gawking at the lion. “And I think we can think about the next creature to find while we’re here—”

Naomi smirked and raised her eyebrow. “Oh? But I thought we were supposed to be going quicker? Solving more clues?”

He stuttered, knowing that she knew about his weakness to the little one’s dimples. “Well you know what?! Maybe we can find the animal here or something. So there. Quicker.”

“Okay. I’m not complaining. I wasn’t the one who said we had to be speedy, either.” Naomi smiled and kept walking, teaching Amira the names of animals as they went so she could say she loved them.

Finally, they reached the pandas. Dion nearly bounced up and down while staring at them in glee. “Look! Look, Ram! Aren’t they just adorable!”

“Yep, very cute. They look… fluffy.” Despite his nonchalant tone, Naomi could see the glimmer of affection in his eyes, even as Dion continued rambling about why he should love pandas.

 

 

Chapter 16

 

“That was the most fun I’ve had in a very long time.” Dion smiled, sitting happily on one end of the couch.

“Well, I’m glad.” Ram was beside him, and Naomi sat in the chair at the end of the couch. They were back to their old seating arrangement as Dion wanted to be as close to Amira’s tent as possible. He threw a stuffed panda on the roof of the tent causing a dent. Ram threw him a disgruntled glance. “Ahem. We are still not any closer to solving this riddle!”

“And who wanted to see the rest of the zoo?” Dion grinned at him, knowing he was playing Ram like a violin. The other man just mumbled and went back to tapping keys on his keyboard.

“Wait!” Naomi cried, her eyes wide and bright. “This one seems a little too easy! It looks like we’re looking for a Baku.”

“How’d you find that so fast?” Ram seemed astonished. “You only started focusing a few seconds ago!”

“Well, cookies I think. I’ve been searching for so many mythological creatures lately it seems like maybe it will be a little easier from here on.”

He smiled, shook his head, and looked up what on earth a Baku was. Then, he choked. “What is this even supposed to be? A head of an elephant? With scales? And claws apparently? What even—what?”

Naomi shrugged. Dion, however, nearly jumped out of his seat in excitement, startling Amira with his quick movements. She glanced over to make sure Zahra was safe, and scooted discreetly a couple feet farther from Dion. He didn’t even notice in his fervor. “That—that thing!”

“What thing?” Ram asked. “Calm down, D, and think!”

“That—it, the thing. I saw it. On, on uh…” He paused pensively. “On one of those websites. I dunno. But it was really cute! It looked super awkward and shy.”

Naomi’s eyes went wide before she wrinkled her face in concentration. “Oh! That uh—hmm. Well, I know what you’re talking about… Penguin? No, Pangolin!”

“Pangolin, that’s the one!”

Ram shook his head, eyebrows raised, and sighed. “You’re both insane. I swear you are.”

“No, not insane—resourceful. We figured it out, didn’t we? And a whole lot quicker than the last three, too.”

He nodded and acquiesced. “That would be true, I suppose… Anyway, where are we going to find ourselves a Pangolin. Wouldn’t it be nice if they were here in Shanghai, too?”

“That would be nice. But I’m not thinking so. It’s a Japanese legend, so probably in Japan. Let’s see. Oh…” Naomi went silent.

“What is it?” Dion seemed concerned. “They’re not like… extinct, right?”

“Very endangered. I don’t feel right taking a claw from one. They kinda need those and they are so rare. They don’t reproduce much, and they’re considered a delicacy here.”

Ram and Dion exchanged a glance. “A delicacy here in China?” Ram seemed curious, but Naomi did not like his tone. 

“Ohh, no you don’t. We are not eating this animal. It’s endangered. Plus, it’s also illegal.”

The “I” word caught his attention, but didn’t seem to stop him. “Oh, hush. We aren’t going to kill it. We’re going to save it. And then take a claw. Then we’ll give it straight to the zoo! I promise.”

“You promise, hmm?”

“Yes, Naomi. You have my word.” Dion’s voice was firm. “We will find one, buy it, and then take it to the zoo. Okay?”

Her shoulders dropped with a sigh. “Okay… fine.”

“Good. Thank you. Now… we will be off, and you stay here, alright?”

“Alright…” Naomi closed her eyes as the two of them got up from the couch and got ready to go. As they left, she sighed and moved onto the couch which was more comfortable, and spread out on it. 

Quietly, she began to read a book to Amira about a little boy learning to ride a bike. Afterwards, they flipped some flashcards on her phone to teach her some new vocabulary, such as ‘food’ and ‘water’ and other useful phrases. 

Finally, she started Amira playing in her blanket tent once more with her little rabbit, and fed Zahra again. When she was done eating, Naomi put her down for a nap in the suitcase, and lay down for a light nap herself.

She couldn’t sleep because every noise she heard from Amira made her want to look over and make sure the girl was still okay, but she managed at the least to rest her eyes. Hopefully this is the end of our search, and we can go home after this. Naomi was beginning to feel the pangs of homesickness. It was even worse now that she had two girls to take care of and was wishing for the comforts of a real house.

The time passed unbearably slow. She thought hours went by, but when she checked her phone’s display, it had only been a few minutes. After what seemed like forever, the door opened slowly and the two men re-entered, grinning happily. “We got it.” Dion seemed very pleased with himself. “And I promise, it’s very happy at the zoo now. Cute little guy.”

Naomi sat up tiredly, rubbed her eyes, and stretched her arms up into the air. “Well, here’s to hoping we get instructions instead of a riddle this time. I don’t know how much longer I can handle this.”

The two of them watched as she took some glitter into her hand and paused to take a deep breath, closing her eyes. Dion fidgeted, shifting from foot to foot. Ram reached over to put a hand on his shoulder and steady him. 

Then, Naomi blew. 

The glitter took to the paper, and to her relief, started the print a space below the last line. It started forming letters, and impatiently she waited for the first word. When it formed, seeming to creep along at the pace of a sloth, she sighed. Her shoulders drooped. 

In flowing purple script, there was a riddle.

“A mina of the mist of healing. It’s not… we’re not…” She sighed again, putting the paper down so she could put her head in her hands. The sun was drawing closer to the horizon, bringing the fifth day to a close. “We don’t have the time for this! Four more things to search down? That will take us to about day… I don’t know, 10? We spent too much time at the zoo. We were foolish.”

“Day 10 is still acceptable. We just need to find one thing a day, right? That still leaves us four days to do the spell. We can do it Naomi, don’t count it as loss yet.” Dion’s deep voice calmed her, soothing her nerves like honey on a sore throat. “The little ones had some fun, and that’s pretty important too. I think it’s definitely worth it. We can sleep tonight, and wake up tomorrow to think about this clue.”

“I don’t know what a mina even is.” She groaned, lifting her head and staring tiredly at the paper. 

Just then, Amira walked over and tugged on her sleeve. “Food?”

Dion grinned widely. “Good job, Amira!”

“And we need food…” Naomi smiled weakly and patted her head, then sighed again.

“Well, food is easy enough to get. It’s time that we can’t get more of.” Ram sighed as well, sitting down at his laptop. He groaned loudly. “This is the last thing we need. The agency wants to talk to you about your latest theory. They want to give a press conference to pacify the public.”

Naomi flinched. “How soon?”

“They want to talk to you within the hour.”

 

Dion walked over. “Well, why don’t I take the kids to get some food in the airport. You two can have your conference and they won’t disrupt you. Then Ram can text me when you’re done and I’ll bring you something to eat.”

Naomi smiled, her eyes still tired, but he knew she was sincere. “Thank you, Dion… Here. Let me put together a small diaper bag.” She packed diapers and wipes along with a pacifier in one of the plastic sacks from the store. “She hasn’t needed the paci yet, but who knows. This would be the time she did, if you didn’t have it. So, I think that’s everything you should need?”

“I’ll take good care of them.”

“I know you will. Thank you. I’ll be as quick as I can! Don’t want to leave you stranded with my children.”

He laughed. “I think you mean you don’t want to leave them stranded with me.”

Watching them go, she laughed. When they were all gone, she turned to Ram. “Well…? What should I know.”

He looked her over, raising his eyebrows. “Well, uh… you might not want to look like that.” She looked down at herself and groaned. She would need a shower and a change of clothes at least. “But beyond that, just try to make it convincing. Please? I’ve already sacrificed a lot to keep this job, I’d rather not lose it. Not over this.”

“Absolutely. I will try my best.” She rifled through her clothes, still piled beside the couch, and found something acceptable to wear, then walked down the hall and hopped in the shower. Under the warm water, she emphatically rehearsed what she was going to say. They’re going to want to know about why I can’t be found on the records at the college. That’s… complicated. Hmm. Well, let’s see… 

Finally, when she was done rehearsing, she climbed out of the shower, got dressed, and tried to run a brush through her unruly hair. Unable to manage, she fell back on her favorite lazy hairstyle—a true messy bun. Not one of the stylized ones that most girls spent hours making perfectly messy, but truly messed up and sloppy.

I didn’t think to pack any makeup. Not that I really have that much anyway, but I hope they don’t mind dealing with my face the way it is like everybody else. Expecting makeup is ridiculous anyway.

If Ram’s smile was any indication, they wouldn’t mind at all.

“You look very nice.” He nodded in approval, and moved over on to the couch. Naomi noticed that he’d done his hair and changed his shirt as well. As he set up the call, she adjusted herself on the couch and went over her explanation one more time in her head. Somewhere along the lines, records got wiped. I was just hired there, so nobody really knows me. 

“Agent Asker.” A woman’s voice came through the speaker, startling Naomi back into the real world.

“Agent Miller, this is—”

“Naomi Cortez. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Naomi’s voice was smooth and calm, the paragon of a professional.

“The pleasure is mine.” She smiled warmly, and Ram raised his eyebrows before quickly masking over the emotion again. He was pulled from his thoughts when she spoke again. “Agent Asker tells me that you have a theory on this catastrophe?”

Naomi’s mind was frantic, though outwardly she was as calm and cool as the stillest desert oasis. “Yes, I have a theory. It has changed a couple times, but… I think that it was magnetism.”

“Magnetism? That’s what he said you were studying.”

Naomi nodded and took it in stride. “Yes, you see I was studying the effects of magnetism on the numbers of people who died, but that didn’t make any sense at all with the data we were finding. Or so I thought anyway. It turns out that each person has a unique magnetic charge because of the iron and copper in their bodies.”

Mrs. Miller nodded, paying full attention. “I’m with you so far. Continue?”

“Absolutely. So because each person has their own sort of magnetic field, the Earth’s core, spinning rapidly, produces enough of a magnetic pull to uh affect our bodies. That’s the real reason behind seasonal mood disorder, too, I think. Because of the subtle shift in magnetic fields. It really affects the brain. But I digress; I wouldn’t want to bore you with my rambling!”

“Oh, no Miss Cortez. Not bored at all! We will have to sit down and have lunch together sometime when you can explain your theories to me in more depth.”

“That sounds wonderful! But I’m sure you want to hear only about my current theory, right now.”

“That would be best. How do those magnets connect with the catastrophe?”

“Well, at first I thought that it had to do with the proximity to the magnetic core, but that doesn’t seem to be the case, as the numbers seem to increase randomly. If that were true, the numbers would be catastrophic near the poles, and lesser near the equators. But we found in our travels that the Middle East suffered horrible losses, and England did not have as many losses as we would have thought, though still an extremely large number.”

“That makes sense. So what are you thinking now?” She was nodding, seeming to follow what Naomi was saying.

“I think it has more to do with diet. Because some foods are higher in metals, like tuna, then maybe the people who eat a lot of that would be more affected. Because I think that there was a massive shift in the magnetic fields. You know how the poles flip every so often? North becomes South and vice versa? I think that happened very quickly, and then went back, and people’s cells couldn’t align quickly enough. So, those who were more in tune to the magnets, or had more metal in their bodies, didn’t make it. That’s why we are traveling, to study the effects in different countries and different people. Some who are interesting, I like to keep… close.”

“Interesting theory, but how does that affect things like the extreme wealth redistribution that happened in quite a few places? And if this is the case, why are we still researching it, rather than simply trying to repair the damage done, at least in the realm of wealth and other things?”

“The wealth is an easy answer. How are funds kept track of and transported, for the most part? Electronically. And magnets easily effect electronics. That’s why some websites are messed up, records were wiped, sites are down, wealth redistributed, and so on. As for why we are researching?” Naomi put on her best ‘saving the world’ smile, and looked her straight in the eyes. “We are still researching it because even if the public knows what happened and knows that it won’t happen again, the world will never be the same. I always have hope that we can find a way to reverse the damage, against all odds, but the least we can do is research to make sure the theory I have is what really happened, and search for a preventitive measure to take so that this kind of catastrophe never strikes the Earth again. Because I hope in my studies that I can take one fear away from the minds of the public, and make the world a better place for it.”

Mrs. Miller nodded. “That’s very noble, and quite an interesting theory. I think you are just a bit naive, but we will continue supporting your research. Do you wish for a different agent to assist you in your research? I know Agent Asker can be rather uptight and… constrictive.”

Ram cried out. “I am not uptigh—”

“No, Agent Miller. Thank you, but he has been quite helpful, despite his controlling tendencies. He has not constricted my work in any way.”

“Good work, Miss Cortez. We will be back in touch with you. And Asker, keep it up.”

With that, it was over. Naomi let out a sigh and lay back onto the back of the couch. Ram looked over at her, eyes wide. “I thought you were a librarian, not a real professor. Miller doesn’t usually smile. Or like people, honestly. Especially not civilians. How did you do that?”

She laughed as the air seemed to rise, lifting a weight off her shoulders. “I made it up as I went. I read a lot, you know. As for the rest, I honestly have no clue.”

Ram shook his head, still casting her amazed and wary glances, thinking that she might be more than meets the eye.

Chapter 17

 

When Dion came back with two bags of food from the airport restaurant, Naomi felt like she should nominate him for sainthood. “I definitely need to remember that food is a thing and eat it more often. Because this smells so good.”

She pulled the cheeseburger out of the bag, unwrapped it, and took a big bite, closing her eyes to sink back into the chair blissfully as the taste of cheap meat and processed cheese filled her mouth. Ram ate his less hungrily and happily. He must skip meals more often than I do… probably why he’s so thin. He needs to eat more.

Dion grinned. “I’m glad you like it. Amira had—No, wait! Here, let me show you.” He turned to the little girl and pointed to the bag. “Amira food?”

She jumped up and down, grinning. “Chicken nugget! Chicken nugget! Chicken nugget!”

Naomi laughed and smiled. “Well I’m glad she likes chicken nuggets. Because I do, and I can bet you we’ll be having those at home pretty often.” She took another bite of her food, and made a very happy noise. “This is good food. Seriously.”

Ram looked down at it, disdain filling his eyes. “We’re in Shanghai and we’re eating burgers.”

Dion shrugged. “Sounds good to me. I mean, I like Chinese food, but that’s a bit saucy and some of it’s pretty weird. And some people don’t like it. You know?” He glanced at Amira and Naomi.

With a nod, he sighed. “Yeah, I know. But either way. What are we looking for now? What’s our next clue?”

“A mina of the mist of healing.” Naomi’s voice was quiet, her small moments of rest unfortunately taken away with the reminder of their impending doom. “Not sure what a mina is but it sounds… I dunno, measurey.”

Ram pursed his lips. “Hmm. That sounds about right, I suppose. I’ll look that up when I’m done eating because this ketchup is getting everywhere. And Dion was right, anyway. We should only have like four more things to find, right? Because like, the magic likes things to be even or something?”

“I hope so, and I guess it makes sense. Sorta, anyway. In my initial spell I needed a special mixture of ocean water and river water. So I suppose it makes sense that this one would need the waters, too.”

Dion’s eyebrows shot up. “So it’s true? You witches make spells in pots? You really do have ominous, bubbling cauldrons?”

“Well, at least that one did. I am not a witch, or I’d know how to fix this without having to follow asinine instructions from some thousand year old grandmother who wants me to have an adventure. I was quite happy at home, thank you very much.” She paused, then sighed. “Though, I never would have found my girls that way, so I am almost grateful. But not really.” She cleared her throat. “But anyway, yes, the last spell specifically gave instructions of what to burn, and what kind of pot to use, and water and such. So, honestly I think we’re in the last section. We’re at the water, anyway, so we have to be getting close. There might be a couple kinds of waters, but you know. Should be fine.”

“Good. How was the other spell you used formatted? That might be a good idea of what we can expect.” Ram stared at her expectantly.

Naomi thought for a second, then sighed. “No, not really. It was a lot of powders of things. Not really anything like feathers and horns and claws. I needed some powders of rocks, herbs, and dirts from different places and circumstances, but it was all stuff you could get online or from where I was in the city. There were a lot of them, though. But we do need to remember that I kinda pieced the spell together from various books that mentioned one or two of the ingredients. Yanno?”

“How long were you even working on this thing?” Dion tilted his head, listening intently as Ram made his way back towards the bathroom.

“Honestly about a week off and on. I was researching in magic books and fantasy novels, waiting for things to ship in, collecting things from stores… but it was just a fun project, who would have thought it would actually work?”

“Fair enough, I suppose. It’s not like we’re raised to think that magic is a real thing. And you didn’t exactly get your spell from very credible  sources.”

“Oh, hush. I’ll be sure to use the encyclopedia of magic or whatever resources they have for that next time. It’s not like I looked into it too much, because we all know that magic is just illusions, right?”

Dion raised his eyebrows. “Quite the illusion you got here, then.”

Naomi nodded as a smirk formed on her face. “Don’t you know? Haven’t you heard? It’s all just the magnetic fields in our bodies from eating fish reacting to shifts in the core.”

He laughed, a sound that Naomi enjoyed immensely. She was glad that at least one of them could find reason to be truly happy, though she tried to keep a smile on her face to keep morale up. Wiping tears from his eyes, he gasped. “Is that what you told them? And they bought it?”

Ram walked in, raising his hands with his eyes wide in wonder. “No! You should have heard her! Seriously! She made it sound believable, as hard as it sounds to believe! My supervisor bought it. She has a bit too much charisma for a human.”

Naomi looked over at him with a sideways smile and mischief in her eyes. “Charisma? Either that or Miller rolled a d6 for perception and crit failed.”

Ram ignored her, blushing and staring at the ground. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You aren’t making sense.”

Dion laughed. “Well you see, Ram, there is this game called Dungeons and Dragons, where you have a character with certain attributes, and—”

“Oh, hush, don’t explain it. You know I know about that game.”

“Well then why are you acting like you don’t?”

He grumbled. “It’s a nerd game! I was embarrassed!”

“What’s wrong with being a nerd? It’s one of the best things to be! On top of that, I’m sure she playe—”

“Oh, I played. Where do you think I got my creative answering ability from? I was always a bard. Love that sweet-talking role!”

Dion turned to her. “I was a DM for a group in college that I dragged Ram to. He was a ranger. An elf ranger, of course.”

Naomi laughed. “Oh, of all the stereotypical things to be! Believe it or not, my DM let me be an orc bard.”

He sputtered and choked. “Well that would have been… interesting.”

“Oh it was.” Noticing Amira yawn, Naomi had to mimic the act. Realizing how sleepy she was, she rubbed her eyes. “Mm. We should sleep. We have the time, if we’re on the last set.” 

Walking over to the counter beneath the microwave in the mini kitchen, she piled her treasures there on top of a plastic sack. One claw, one scale, one feather, and one horn. Everything looked so small compared to the horn, thought the claw was considerably larger than she would have guessed.

By the time she was back at the couch, the two men were stretching and making their way down the hall. Dion called back to her. “Need the bathroom for a while? I’m going to shower.”

“No, go ahead.” With that, he entered and she heard the water start to run. 

Zahra was fast asleep on the couch next to her, so Naomi moved her into the suitcase, figuring she’d wake up and want food soon, but she might be able to get a little sleep before then. Walking over, she got Amira’s attention. Looking at her, she mimed yawning. “Tired.” She put her head on her folded hands and pretended to sleep. “Sleep?”

She nodded. “Sleep.” Moving over to her blanket fort, she curled up on the floor. Naomi took one of the cushions off the couch to give to her to sleep on when she realized that the couch folded out into a bed.

To herself, she scolded Dion. “Why didn’t you tell me?! Silly man.” She worked on folding out the bed, then put Zahra between the two of them to sleep, swaddled in a blanket to prevent her from rolling. Covering Amira in the blanket that was inside her little fort, she turned the lights off and crawled over to sleep.

Morning came, and Naomi awoke to Zahra’s hungry cries. Quickly, before she woke Amira, she gave the baby her paci and went about making a bottle for her. She didn’t like it very much and spat it out to cry again. The minute it took to make the bottle felt like forever before she could pick up the little girl and begin to feed her. Well, I’m glad she slept through the night! Or, most of it, anyway.

By the time Zahra was done eating, Amira was awake. She sat up and rubbed her eyes before moving over to sleepily lay on Naomi’s shoulder. She smiled and kissed the top of her head. “Story?”

Amira nodded, and Naomi began to read to her until the two men came out, roughly at the same time. When the story was finally over, she turned to them, her voice a little rough from speaking so much, and greeted them. “Good morning, you two. I hope I didn’t wake you, Zahra was a bit hungry.”

Ram grumbled. “We heard.”

She laughed nervously. “I’m sorry.” She got Amira to stand up, and folded the couch back into itself. “By the way, Dion. Why didn’t you tell me the couch folded out?”

“Sorry, I figured you knew.”

“If I knew, why would I sleep on a couch?” She wasn’t sarcastic enough to raise his guards, but her voice did have a slight edge that could have been anger or curiosity.

He studied her for a moment, trying to decide which it was. “I dunno, I thought you might like to sleep on couches.”

She raised one eyebrow. “Who in their right mind likes to sleep on couches?”

Ram growled. “I do. And an argument could be made that you are not in your right mind.”

She shrunk away slightly, and nodded and shrugged at the same time in a weird ‘well I suppose that is true’ kind of head bobble. I thought Dion was the one grumpy in the mornings… Smiling down at Amira, she motioned at her bunny. “Play?”

Amira nodded. “Play.” She got onto the floor and played with Zahra, bouncing the bunny around so the baby, who was on her tummy, could coo and reach for it.

Naomi left the ebook app, and went to search things about a healing mist instead. Ram called out within a few seconds. “Aha!” She jerked around to stare at him. “Did you really solve it already? Because all I’m getting is a bunch of ridiculous things about infusing medication in mist. And I really don’t think that’s what we need.”

“No, but I know what a mina is now.”

“Ooh! That could be helpful. Enlighten me!”

“So, a mina is a measurement. Like we thought. From Persia, it looks like. About 50 shekel. Which… is about 600 ml.”

“Interesting. Thank you. Although I wonder how we are supposed to collect 600 ml of mist… that could be interesting.”

After a while, Dion groaned, rubbing his temples while he stared at the floor. “This seems so fruitless. How are we supposed to figure out what the healing mist is? That’s so vague! It would be helpful if we at least had a country to work with.”

Naomi nearly jumped out of her seat she jerked up so quickly. Frantically typing on her phone, she scrolled for a little while. Then, she sighed. “I thought I had something, but it seems like maybe I don’t.”

“Oh…” Dion had been waiting, hoping she had the answer. “What was it?”

“Well, I thought maybe the fact that the unit of measure was from Persia was significant.”

Ram snapped his head up. “Anahita!”

Both people looked over at him, puzzled. Dion spoke first. “Umm, Ana what?”

“Anahita. D, you know. Dad has this obsession with ancient Egypt. And Persians traded with them or something, I don’t know. Maybe he just likes the ancient world and the Egyptians is where he focuses his attention to. So anyway, he knew some about the Persians too, especially their gods, you know? So uh, one of them was called Anahita. She was the river god of healing.”

Naomi cried excitedly, beaming happily. “That’s genius! You’re a genius, Ram!”

He grimaced. “Now we have to find out which river was hers.”

They all returned to their phones, searching. Naomi pulled up a page about the river deity. “Well it says here that she’s of the holy river. Does that help any, Ram?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Not a clue.”

“Hmmm…” Dion puzzled over what he was reading for a minute. Then, he beamed again. “This river says it’s a real holy river! A river from the garden of Eden.”

Ram turned to him. “That’s perfect! Fertility and healing. What river is that? That’s where we need to go!”

“The Karun river. I’ll go fire up the engines.” 

The two men dispersed, leaving Naomi to get her children into the seats and buckled. The plane rumbled forward on the runway, taking off. 

She figured there was more that went on in the cockpit than she knew, but she was simply glad that they could take off and fly pretty much anywhere. There’s no way we would be able to complete this quest without being able to jaunt around the world on a whim. 

With that thought and a sigh, she sat back in the couch and held Zahra close to her, letting Amira play educational games on her phone. Not too many trips left… you can do this, Naomi. We’ll be home soon…

Chapter 18

 

Ram watched Naomi through a crack in the doorway after landing. She stood up and stretched, and Amira shot away from the couch as quickly as she could. Zahra continued crying, so she picked her up from the couch and gently rocked her. “You need some food, baby?”

Not getting any answer other than screaming, she heated up a bottle anyway. Putting it to the little girl’s mouth, she drank hungrily. Amira looked to her as well. “Food?”

Naomi smiled weakly. “Yes, soon.” 

Ram glanced back at Dion before emerging, stretching and rubbing his temples. “Well, here we are, despite the weather’s best efforts.”

“Ugh. You’re telling me. I don’t think Amira wants to sit on this couch again as long as she lives. Where exactly is here are we?”

He bit his lip and glanced at her sideways. “Ahvaz. This is going to be as bad or worse than Riyadh, so we want you to stay here.”

“Stay here? Why?” 

Her eyes narrowed, causing him to flinch. “Didn’t I just tell you? It’s bad out there. The girls could be taken from you. Do you want that?”

“No…” She frowned and cast him an unhappy glance. “The girls will need food, though.”

“Your groceries should do. We’ll bring more food later.”

She sighed. “Okay… I guess it’s fine… so you and Dion go get the mist, I’ll be… here. I guess.”

Ram nodded and ducked out the door, sighing in relief. Dion wasn’t too far behind him, but he gave her a hug on the way out. “I heard you talking. Don’t get too discouraged, okay little mama? I just want to protect your babies.”

This made her smile, though still unconvincingly. “Thanks, Dion. You two come back safe and quick, okay? I’ll be waiting.”

“We will. It’s close, I think. Shouldn’t be too long. We’ll be back in a jiffy.” He smiled and ducked out the door, walking over to stand with Ram.

Looking back, he sighed in relief. “She didn’t take that as hard as I thought she would, in all honesty. I expected more of a fight.”

“I’m glad, but at the same time it scares me. She’s starting to lose it, and we can’t let her. If she gets too depressed or goes off the edge, well… we don’t have a chance.” 

As they made their way through the airport, they looked at each other and sighed collectively. Dion reached over and patted Ram’s shoulder.

He met the man’s eyes, doubt pooling in his own. “You really think we can fix it, D? It’s not too late?”

“I really do.” 

Ram walked through the rental agency’s door, looking around until he located the front desk.

Dion waited to continue until they had a ride and were getting in. “Ram, how many things have we made it through together?”

“College.”

Dion waited for him to continue, but he didn’t. “And…?” But he remained silent even with the prompt. Dion sighed and continued. “And we made it through finding jobs. And we’re both alive, aren’t we?”

“You lost your job.”

“And we made it through that, too. We’ve been together for how many years now? And been through how many adventures? Nothing has killed us yet, not even the falling rocks on the mountains.”

Ram smiled, and watched the road, but took a quick glance over at Dion in the passenger seat. “Or the pyramids in Egypt, when we almost set off that one trap.”

“Or the time we went hiking in the Amazon. We’ve lived through lots of things.”

Nodding slowly, he stared off into the distance. “I guess we have… but that doesn’t mean we’re going to survive this time.”

“No, no it doesn’t. But I think we will. After all, we’re getting faster at solving these clues, aren’t we? And we only have like three left to solve.”

“You really believe there’s only three? I’m irrationally afraid that the clues are going to just go on and on forever until everybody dies.”

Dion was silent for a moment, then sucked air in through his teeth. “Well, I really do believe that we can solve all the clues in time. We have what, nine days left. Right? Honestly I’m not really sure because I don’t know when she did the spell, but I think we have nine days. Anyway, I really don’t know if we can or not, but I have hope.”

“You choose to hope, and I choose to prepare for the worst.” 

They sat in silence for a moment before Dion spoke again. “How exactly are you preparing? By worrying excessively about if we will finish in time? How is that going to help you when the end comes, if it does?”

Ram was silent as he shifted the car into drive. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Dion looking at him and sighed. “Look. I’m just worried, okay? I’ll be fine.”

Dion pursed his lips. “Worrying isn’t fine. It can hurt your health, you know.”

“Mm.” He was silent as he weaved through the traffic until they reached a store. “Will this one work for you?” Dion nodded and went in alone, leaving Ram to stare out the window, a million terrible possibilities rushing through his head.

A sharp rap on the window pulled him from his thoughts. He unlocked the car. “Whatcha got there?”

Dion climbed in with a large plastic bag full of various assorted supplies. “Well we don’t need water, we need the mist. So I got the stuff for us to get the mist.”

Ram raised an eyebrow and began making his way to the river. “And what would that be? You never did finish telling me how we were going to pull this off, anyway.”

“You’ll see.” It wasn’t very long before they arrived at the river, even with the chaos in the streets. There were less people than there should have been, and even Ram knew that much. Soon enough, they were by the water. 

Dion pulled out a metal pot from the bag, causing Ram to raise an eyebrow. “Again I ask, what are you doing?”

“Catching mist, of course.” He pulled out a solar powered hotplate.

“No, seriously. What are you doing?”

“I just told you.” As it gathered charge, he produced a jar that would hold just over the capacity of water they needed.

“Well fine then, Merlin. But for the record I’m still confused.”

He merely smirked. “As well you should be. Watch my magical ways, and learn.”

Ram flung himself back as if the supplies were dosed in poison. “No! No magic. Magic is bad, remember?” 

Dion laughed, and went to the riverside to collect a pot full of water. Coming back, he put it on the hotplate, which seemed to be getting enough sun to operate despite the clouds. He put the jar in the water, and it was heavy enough not to float, especially when he took two rubber bands and hooked it around the jar and to the handles of the pot, holding it in place.

“See? This is what I’m doing.” 

“I’m still confused.”

Dion took saran wrap out of the bag and covered the top of the pot with it, then placed a small rock in the middle so it was shaped like a cone. “Look. When the water boils, it will stick to the saran wrap and drip down into the jar. So mist, because it came from evaporated water. You understand now?”

Ram nodded. “That makes more sense.” He took a second to ponder it, then gave a half-grin. “That’s a pretty slick system, to be honest.”

“I thought so. I learned it from some book when I was younger.”

They watched as the water didn’t boil. “I think we should probably walk around a bit, because that’s going to take a while.” 

Ram nodded and they walked along the banks for a while together, reminiscing about books from their childhood. By the time they were back, there was not a whole lot of progress. The water was just beginning to boil, as the pot was fairly large.

“You know…” Ram paused, thinking quietly for a few seconds. “I think it might have been quicker just to drive back and boil the water there.”

“That’s true, but I guess this is more authentic. Still a fake, but—”

“A more clever fake.”

“Indeed.” They sat nearer to the pot and talked once more, their topic ebbing and flowing as much as the waters before them. When the jar was finally full, multiple hours later, Dion turned off the hot plate, and took the pot off to cool, very carefully so as not to spill their collected mist.

“You know, now that I think about it I should probably put the lid on the jar.” Dion took the lid and twisted it on to seal it. “There we go! About 800 ml of Anahita’s mist.”

Ram shook his head and smiled. “You’re amazing.”

Dion dipped into a showy bow. “Thank you. Now let’s go. This jar is hot and it is not pleasant to hold.”

“Yeah, we should get going. But… it was nice to have some time alone with you again. It’s been a while.”

“It has, and it shouldn’t be.” Dion smiled down at him gently.

“You know why I can’t. My job.”

“I know, but still. I miss our adventures. I mean, I like Naomi and all, but I miss our adventures.”

Ram smiled back at him as he got into the driver’s seat. “I promise you. We’ll go somewhere over Christmas. Okay?”

“Okay. Thank you.” With that, they were back on the roads, traffic moving much faster than Ram would have imagined it would be. Soon enough, they were at the rental agency. Together, they walked back, and picked up some food in the airport on the way back to the plane.

Ram’s voice was a little quiet, as he stared out the window. “Maybe there’s enough time for us to solve the next clue. We can get a day ahead.”

“I think you forget how fast the sun sets. That’s not even a West facing window. Don’t you see how hazy and twilighty it’s getting out there?”

“Yeah, I guess. But we can fly at night. It’s only twenty til seven, so we have plenty of time.”

“That’s true, but there isn’t a need to.”

“Yet.”

Dion rolled his eyes and chuckled. “Always a ray of sunshine, aren’t you?”

“Always.”

“Suits you right. Ball of explosive gas and heat.”

Ram raised an eyebrow. “Did you just call me hot? Ew, man. You’re my brother.”

“I did just called you a giant ball of gas. And adopted brother, but don’t worry, you’re not my type.”

They both exchanged glances and laughed before entering the plane.

 

All three girls were fast asleep. Naomi’s hand draped over into the suitcase where Zahra’s little hand was wrapped around her first finger. Her other arm was thrown over Amira, who had her face buried into her shoulder. Ram smiled down at them. “You should hurry up and have kids, D. I kinda like having these little suckers around.”

“I know, right?” With a grin, he reached over and tapped Naomi’s shoulder. She cracked an eye open, and carefully worked on sitting up so she didn’t wake the two from their evening nap.

In a whisper, she recounted some of their afternoon. “We played hide and seek, tag, and red light green light. With hand signals and some trial and error, she figured it out. A smart girl that one! But I’m exhausted now.” She laughed. “These girls have too much energy, being cooped up in this plane all the time.”

“I bet!” Dion spoke through a smile. “But here’s your mist.”

She raised an eyebrow. “It took you that long to get a jar of water? It does seem purified, though, so that’s an accomplishment.”

“Well, Naomi, how do you suggest we collect mist?” Ram’s voice was incredulous, but quiet. 

Naomi put a finger over her lips in a silent reminder. I know Amira will wake up soon, but I hope not too soon. She shrugged gently. “How did you?”

Ram grinned. “D went all crazy wilderness dude and harnessed a water nymph to help us.”

“Oh, okay.” 

Ram sputtered. “Oh, okay? That’s all?”

Dion raised an eyebrow. “Well the world is about to be destroyed by an evil curse from fairy tale books, so is it really that far off?”

“I guess not, but wow.” He shook his head incredulously.

“Anyway, we should get that next clue.” Dion handed Naomi the paper, and impatiently waited, staring over her shoulder as she got out a little glitter. “Is that really enough?”

Naomi shrugged. “I’m kinda running out and this is my emergency glitter. I don’t want to use it all on this.”

Ram looked at her sideways. “Are you saying that the world about to end is not an emergency?”

She rolled her eyes and blew it onto the paper. It took, spreading out and multiplying. “See? And I didn’t waste any extra glitter, either.”

He grumbled, shifting slightly. “Well it’s not my fault it isn’t even physically possible, okay? Glitter doesn’t multiply.”

“Have you ever had it in your car? It multiplies and teleports even without magic.” She stared at him. “And are we really going to talk about physics when you just watched glitter become ink and sink into paper to form words that weren’t there before?”

“Jeez. If you want to put it that way.” He rolled his eyes, but was unable to hide the grin twitching at the corners of his mouth.

She smiled and turned back to the paper. Instead of the normal stoop that riddles put into her shoulders, she beamed brighter. “This—this is fantastic!”

Both men read the clue. Together, all three of them smiled, and said it. “Mercury!”

Chapter 19

 

“This is perfect!” Dion cried. “For once it’s something we can actually get relatively easily! ‘A sextarius of the god of stealing’. So how much is a sextarius exactly?”

Ram put in a few words in his phone’s search bar. “Uh, wait. Was he roman or greek? Because on its own, sextarius just mean sixth, and without knowing a sixth of what that’s not very helpful.”

Naomi laughed. “Indeed it’s not. So uh, Mercury was Roman. I’m pretty sure, anyway.”

“Mm. Thanks.” He was silent for a moment, then spoke again. “Looks like we need about… uh…” He frowned. “Gosh, that’s an awful lot. We need 500 ml. That’s a lot of mercury. Well, how are we supposed to get it?”

Naomi looked over at him and grinned. “Very carefully.”

The two men exchanged a wary glance. “I do not like the sound of this.” Ram’s voice was affirmitive, yet amused. 

Mischief glinted in her eyes. “Thermometers. We need to go buy a lot of thermometers.”

“And where do you propose we buy them from, exactly? You know mercury thermometers aren’t made anymore.”

She frowned, then sat pensively for a second. I’d actually forgotten that little fact. Hmm… Aha! “No. No you know what? We’re going back to the states. A college can get us that much mercury.”

Ram crossed his arms and tilted his head. “How are we supposed to justify our need for that, exactly?”

“Easy. What is mercury used in? Thermometers. What are we studying? Global catastrophes. So obviously we are studying the temperature changes in correspondence to the changes in the population and seeing if the magnetics affect temperature in any way at all.”

Ram stared at her again. “You seriously come up with this stuff off the top of your head? Really?”

“Yeah. I just have lots of experience. From papers in school and stuff. Sound smart enough that nobody questions you and no matter what you do, avoid contractions. That is all.”

“Huh. That doesn’t sound like it should work as well as you pull it off.”

She shrugged. “Ah, you know. I spent enough time in front of a computer at two in the morning on my sixth coffee that I just learned to go with it. Pick a point and don’t back down.” She smiled and cocked her head slightly to meet his eyes. “You mean you made it through college without ever learning that skill?”

“No, I researched my papers!”

Naomi feigned surprise. “So you’re the one teachers always elude to.” Dion laughed.

Pulling back, he wrinkled his nose. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

 “Nothing.” She shook her head and smiled. “Anyway, do you think we could make it back to the states tonight?”

Dion was chipper, just happy to finally have an easy hint. “Sure thing. I can get you there. Where do you want?” 

She thought for a moment, then looked between the two. “I kinda… think it would be best if we leave my babies in the country. Since they don’t have passports, and these ingredients are starting to get more dangerous. Do you think your dad would mind too much? I’d leave them with my mother, but she’s kinda… yeah.”

“Kinda what? I mean, he wouldn’t mind, but why not your mom?” Ram raised an eyebrow

“I’m not sure how she’d feel about my spontaneous adoption. You know, single mom working at the library. Not exactly… stable.” She bit her lip. “And on top of that, she’s a little… well, we didn’t agree on a few key points about people, including skin color.”

“So she’s racist?”

She sighed. “Yeah. I’m sorry, I—”

“No, you don’t get to apologize for her. That’s her problem.” He put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “But yes, I’ll call ahead to Dad when we land.”

“Thank you.” She gave a shy smile as they dispersed for the rituals of pre-takeoff. 

She buckled the girls in, and tried to figure out how to tell Amira what was going to go on. Finally, she resorted to the speech function on Bing’s translator because she wasn’t sure she’d get her point across any other way.

After listening three times, the little girl nodded that she understood, and tried to sign something back. Pulling her hands back, she scrunched her nose and thought. “I love Mommy. Mommy… careful.”

Naomi brought one hand up to her mouth as tears flooded her eyes. “Mommy will be careful, and I love you too, Amira. I love you too…”

They fell asleep on the couch together, still buckled in, with Naomi holding Zahra tightly. 

Sleeping and playing off and on, the journey through the night seemed far too short. Sooner than she would have liked, they were back at Dion’s place.

Naomi stood up slowly, stretching and cracking her joints, and gathered the kids’ supplies.

“You got the girls ready?”

“Yeah, they’re ready. Should we call ahead to the university so they can have the mercury ready for us?”

“I already called Miller. She should have it waiting for us at the front desk tomorrow for us to pick up at a decent hour.”

“Thank you.” She nodded, and beckoned Amira forwards. She came and took her mother’s hand, and they walked out together. There, standing by a large apple tree, was Ram’s father. Her face fell. “Oh, I thought we’d take them to his house—”

The jovial old man spoke up. “Oh, no, not at all! I’m just here to pick up these angels. I’m far too excited to wait any longer; I love kids!”

“I know, dad.” Ram’s voice was tired.

Naomi was hesitant. “You’re sure it’s no problem? Please, take good care of them—” She was hesitant to leave them, especially with a man she barely knew. But they can’t go to my mother’s, and they definitely can’t stay when we’re going to be handling mercury and who knows what else.

“No problem at all. Don’t worry! It’s been a while since Ram was home all the time, but I haven’t lost my touch.”

“Thank you so much!” She gushed, nearly crying but not sure if it was happiness or the sudden waves of anxiety that were rushing over here as she left them. Where is this coming from?! They weren’t even my children a week ago.

Shaking the feeling from her head, she leaned down and kissed Amira’s head. The little girl whispered, tears running down her face. “Mommy. Safe.”

Nodding, she whispered back as tears welled in her eyes. “I love you, Amira.”

The little girl looked up, fear plastered in her wide, wet eyes, but firmly stood her ground. Naomi bit her lip and turned before the tears fell. At least she’s staying. Knowing how much she didn’t like Ram at first, and how afraid she was even of Dion that first day, she hadn’t been sure Amira would stay at all. But now she is getting better, more trusting. She trusts me. I’m sure she’ll have emotional baggage from whatever horrors on the streets when she gets older, but I’ll be there. Time and support will distance her from it more than the miles ever can.

She turned back to watch them go, tears crawling down her face. She wiped them away with her sleeve, sniffing. Amira looked back once and offered a courageous wave of her hand. Naomi smiled and waved back, then blew a kiss. Once they were gone, she turned back to walk to the plane.

Her stomach grumbled, and she figured she’d probably better get something to eat back at the plane, but nothing sounded all that great. Her body hurt, but it was faint in comparison to the ache in her chest as she kept glancing over her shoulder to see nobody there.

When they got to the plane, she collapsed on the couch, and fell asleep even before eating anything or even turning the lights out. Fitfully, she slept, waking up at every tiny noise and any movement at all. 

When she awoke, she was curled in a ball, and tears streamed down her face. Her hair was greasy from not washing it in so long, and she decided that she desperately needed a shower. How did Dion even get a shower in here? Can you even do that? Well, apparently you can, but how? Oh well… 

When she got out of the shower and had dried off, she felt better. Curling up back on the couch, she dozed a bit, and realized that she hadn’t gotten the Djoser’s phone number. Her stomach dropped, knowing she wouldn’t have any way to contact her girls. As soon as Ram came out, she jumped up and nearly tackled him. “Please, can I have his number so I can talk to Amira?”

His eyes opened wide. “What? Did something happen?”

“I mean—no, not yet, but I’d like to know if it did.”

He shrugged. “Fair enough, I suppose. Here. Let me see your phone.” He kept it longer than she would imagine he would need to in order to simply put a contact in it, but that was fine, because when he handed it back, he explained. “We have a code that we give, so that he doesn’t get pulled in by scammers… he can be… a little clueless about that. Okay, a lot clueless. So we make it so it’s easy to know who is a contact he needs.”

“That’s a really good idea, actually.” Naomi nodded, honestly impressed.

“Yeah, I helped him come up with it.” Dion said walking through to lean against the wall near the door. “We are his weird half-jackal freaky guard things. Gotta protect the Pharoah-dad, am I right?”

She raised her eyebrows. “Half-jackal freaky guard things? Pharoah-dad?”

“Yeah, he is like a father to me. My own parents… they aren’t around. I lived with my uncle. You know, the rich one in Nigeria. But he died when I was in high school, so I came here and decided to go to college.”

She closed her eyes and pursed her lips. “I see. So that’s how you ended up living with Ram. I’m sorry…”

“Don’t be. He’s a better dad anyway.”

“So that makes you two… brothers?”

They both looked at each other and laughed. “Better than brothers. We don’t beat each other up.” 

“Most of the time.” Ram had a smile in his voice and mischief in his eyes. “But!” He clapped once, smile widening. “It’s eight. Shall we go pick up the mercury?”

 

Naomi took a deep breath. “Sure. I guess.” She grabbed her satchel and looked around the room.

Dion paused. “You okay?”

“I feel like I’m missing something.” Her stomach sank as she walked out following Ram and Dion.

“It’s your girls, isn’t it.”

Though it was more of a statement than a question, she still nodded. They’ll be okay. You don’t want them to get poisoned and die, do you? You know how curious Amira is.

Hopping into her car, she groaned. “Can’t we walk? I want some fresh air and exercise; we’ve been driving and sitting forever.”

Ram frowned at her from the driver’s seat. “We’re on a schedule, Naomi. You can exercise some other time.”

Stretching her legs as far as she could in the back seat, she sighed. I suppose he’s right… but that doesn’t mean I have to like it.

They got to the university, and Naomi realized that this was where she was supposed to be working. Ram looked at her warily, and she tried to be inconspicuous. He pulled out his badge, showing it to the receptionist behind the counter. He looked at the name, and then typed something into his computer. “Nope, sorry. Nothing for a Ramses Asker here.”

Naomi piped up. “How about for a Naomi Cortez?”

He didn’t even have to look again. “Oh! You’re Miss Cortez?” She nodded, and he smiled. “Congrats! You do have some stuff here. It looks like we lost your records in the wipe, so they put them back in for you. Here you are!”

There was a small manila folder. “Is there anything else? A vial, maybe?”

He snapped his fingers. “Oh! Almost forgot that. Here you are. Be very careful, it’s pure mercury. The lab worked all night to make sure we had enough of it.”

“Thank you so much! I need to dash, some of the research is pressing, but give them my gratitude.”

“Of course! Come back soon; the higher-ups seem anxious to put you to work.”

She smiled. “As soon as I can, but for now, duty calls!”

He waved as she made her way back out the door, breathless. They continued into the taxi, and were back into the airport and into the plane before anyone said anything at all. Then, Ram turned and looked at her, his eyes wide. “You have way too much charisma. How many rerolls did you do?”

She laughed hysterically, opening up the envelope. It is what I’d thought, then. Pulling out a frame, her degree was there, reissued three days ago. Shaking her head, she stared in awe. Next to it was a contract from the college for her to sign and return at her soonest convenience, and a letter commissioning her to research for the FBI as well. “This is insane.”

“No kidding…” Dion sucked in breath between his teeth. “Maybe I should try it.”

Ram raised his eyebrows and stared at it. “Insane is a gentle word for this.” He shook his head, searching for the word he wanted to no avail. “You’re insane! We’re all insane. We’re running around the world finding ingredients to reverse a curse… nut cases, all of us.”

Naomi nodded. “Fair enough. But now we are all PhD nut cases.”

Ram looked at her incredulously. “How are you even going to keep up this lie? You know nothing about physics. Or science. You literally made it all up!”

“That I did. But hey, people bought it. So maybe there’s a grain of truth in it!”

“No, Naomi, they bought it because there’s nothing else to buy.”

With a grin, she bobbled her head dismissively. “Fair enough. Doesn’t matter unless we manage this cure, anyway. So shall we shed some light on this next thing?”

The men stood behind her, watching as she blew the glitter onto the page.

Chapter 20

 

Naomi sighed, frustrated. “I was really hoping that this would be another easy one like last time. Or you know, something more final that this. ‘A grão of milk from the golden snake’. What is that even asking for? Well I assume venom, but a golden snake?”  

“Well, our first step is to find out what a grão is, because that should give us a country.” Ram said it even as he was tapping on the screen of his phone to look it up. “It looks like… Brazil. Looks like it’s just 0.05 grams. That’s not much at all. It’s technically a weight measurement, though?”

“I guess that’s because it would be awfully hard to measure less than half of a milliliter. It’s already going to be hard, but—” She shook her head. “It should be fine. We’ll just be very precise, I guess? Oh, let’s see…”

“It’s a little less than a fourth a teaspoon.” Dion seemed a little less distressed. “Still a tiny amount, but measurable for sure.”

“Okay. So we need a Brazilian golden snake that’s venemous.” He sounded disgruntled, as if they would never find it. 

She nodded, silently agreeing with what he hadn’t said. After all, it wasn’t overly specific, and there could be thousands! He isn’t a… snake-ologist. None of us are.

Naomi sucked air through her teeth, then cringed. “I found it.”

Both men turned to her, brows raised. Ram cocked his head. “Really? Already?”

“Really. But it’s not going to be easy. We need the venom of the Brazilian Golden Lancehead Pit Viper.”

“That’s quite the name, but I’ve literally never heard of it.” Dion sounded amused, yet worried.

“They only live on one island. Snake island. It’s illegal to go there unsupervised, and there are snakes everywhere. And before you ask, no. It’s not fake. It’s very much real—”

“And we have to go there?”

She brightened. “Thankfully, no! The laboratory on land probably has plenty of the venom, and if Ram here flashes his badge we should be able to get it without any issue at all.”

“Oh.” Ram was mildly confused. “Well, that’s good, I guess? Why were you telling it to us exactly?”

“Because doesn’t it totally sound like somewhere we’d have to go on a quest to find magical ingredients? The island filled with venomous snakes that can kill us with one bite, where no man is to tread alone.”

“Hmm…” Dion nodded slowly. “Yeah, I suppose it does. Well, anyway, I’m glad we don’t have to go on the island. Where is it exactly that we do need to go, though?”

“Oh, uh…” Naomi tapped a few keys on her screen. “São Paulo. So yeah, that’s where we need to go.”

“That’s easy enough to manage. We can actually probably get there by tonight.”

“Sounds good. So shall we?”

They nodded and made their way to the cockpit. Naomi settled back and put her head in her arms, slouching on the couch with the seatbelt on. Maybe… Just maybe, the next ingredient will be blood. If it is, then I think we will be done. That should be the last ingredient, because it usually is in these types of things, I think. It’s kinda final, right?

Soon enough they were in the air and she was asleep. When they landed, she didn’t wake up until Dion gently shook her shoulders. “Naomi? We’re here.”

“Mmm…” She groaned, rolling over once more. “I don’t wanna get up yet.”

“We need to go get snake venom, remember?”

“But it’s so late.”

“Not really? Just because you’re asleep doesn’t mean the rest of the world is. It’s only six, sleepyhead.” He grinned. “And either way, Ram called ahead. A researcher is waiting for us in the lab, and will give us the venom and explain how to properly handle it.”

“Well, that’s good… I guess I can get up for that, then.”

Dion patted her shoulder. “Shouldn’t be too much longer.”

“Yeah… pray that the next clue leads to blood. That’s usually the last ingredient, I think. And from there it should be just like a pot or some instructions on how to do the spell. I’m pretty sure, anyway. I don’t really know that much about magic.”

After pulling herself out of bed and dragging herself to a cab where Ram was already waiting, she shook her head to clear the sleepy fog from her thoughts as she climbed into the front seat. The two men sat in the back. “You’re the celebrity, after all… the Colombia Professor who’s going to save the world.” Ram snickered. “Little do they know that your whole life is a well-constructed lie.”

Naomi didn’t seem fazed. “Isn’t everyone’s, really? Do a job you pretend to like and deny yourself things you really want just to get money and carry on with your miserable existence of pretending everything’s okay?”

Dion raised an eyebrow. “You okay there?”

“No. No I’m not.”

Getting out into the humid Brazilian air, the weight seemed to press on them physically and mentally. Brushing it off, Naomi put on a smile and walked into the research facility like she was born to be there.

For all Ram knew, she was. “Hey D, maybe you’ll see her act this time and you can stop calling me gullible.”

A young woman welcomed them into the lab, and seemed impressed that Naomi knew to wear gloves and goggles upon entering. She had to tell the two men to take theirs from the desk. They did, putting them on carefully. Naomi tried not to laugh as they fumbled around with them and finally got them into place. Apparently it was harder than she thought. For Dion she understood, he would have needed to loosen the straps. But Ram? He is an FBI agent. Doesn’t he have to wear things like this in the lab where he studies evidence?

She shook away the question and followed the lovely lady back into the lab. “You are here for this venom?”

“Yes we are. We need 0.05 grams of it.”

“Why? No offense to you, but I do not think we should be sending this out of this lab. Whatever you need it for I would think we could do it here. This is extremely harmful.”

Naomi nodded. “I agree with you. But you see, we are studying it in use of assassination. Because there is not much antidote, we think this might be what killed many people.”

She raised her eyebrows. “I thought you were studying magnetism.”

“Of course, but you know the method. You have to look into other possibilities, too. And, honestly, you know how it is being a woman in the world of science, don’t you?” Naomi heaved a grandeous sigh and looked to the other woman for sympathy. “Nobody really believes you, no matter how qualified you are. Tell me, does it get any easier? I have governments questioning my every move!”

Ram shook his head, but tried to mask his features. She was such a dramatic actress, but a convincing one. She seemed to have missed her calling in everything all at once, and he wasn’t quite sure what was truth and what wasn’t. He didn’t want to give her lies away, though he was sure she could cover it up just as easily as she covered over everything they were really doing, time and time again. 

The researcher seemed to buy it, giving a short laugh. “No, I’m sorry to say it doesn’t get any better. In fact, it gets worse. But that could be because I notice it more now than before.”

“That’s a shame, because I bet you’re one of the smartest researchers here. That’s why they left you, isn’t it? Because you know how to handle this extremely toxic substance with confidence enough to teach someone else. And you’re bilingual!”

“Trilingual, actually. I am also fluent in Mandarin.”

“That’s fascinating! I admire you for that. I’m only bilingual.”

“What is your other language?”

“Spanish.”

“Oh! Close to Portuguese!”

Naomi beamed. “Yes! But not quite. Portuguese is more French, I think.”

Her dark eyes smiled almost as much as her expression. “Yes!” Then, her face darkened again. “I hope they learn to trust you. I think your magnetics theory is very good, though that is not my primary field.”

Naomi’s brows raised, although this was the second time she had mentioned it. “You heard about my theory?” She put enough excitement in her voice to be believable, and yet maintain a professional air.

The other woman blushed slightly. “Of course I heard it! There was an international press conference, though they said you could not be there. I see why now, you are hard at work. That is admirably rare in professors! Usually they make their students do the work, then take all the credit for themselves.” There was a note of bitterness in her voice as if that poor student had been her, all those years ago. 

Naomi roared at the injustice. “Can you believe it? Don’t do any work and get all the credit. We do all our own work and still don’t even get the credit!”

“Yes! Crazy! But it has gotten better, at least. Even a little bit helps.”

Naomi reached over and patted her arm. “I hope it gets even better. For now, though, I need to prove to England that their beloved Queen was not poisoned with Lancehead venom.”

“Is that what they think?!”

“I don’t know, I’m just investigating their idea that it ‘may have been a rare poison which not much antidote was made for’.” They didn’t bother answering when I asked how they thought it could drop a person dead without even a peep in less than a minute. Or how any poison could kill that many people in an instant worldwide.”

The lady sighed and pursed her lips. “Well, here is what I have for you. The exact measurement you asked for. Please do not unstopper this vial. Also, try not to tip it. I sealed it, but it could still leak. You really don’t want to get this in your system so please use gloves.”

“Definitely.” Naomi’s voice was grave. “Is there anything I should know about how temperature will affect it?”

“No, not that I’m aware of, anyway. It should be fine.”

“Okay! That sounds good. Thank you, Miss…?”

“No need. Call me Jemma.”

“Jemma. That’s such a pretty name!”

“Thank you! My mother named me from an American friend of hers.”

“Well, thank you Jemma. I am very grateful for your help! But I have to get this up and to England tomorrow, so if I want any sleep, I’d better go now.”

“Thank you for stopping by! Good luck with your work. I do hope you find the solution soon.”

“I do, too… Trust me, I do.” With that, Naomi shook her hand, and gently took the vial. She took her goggles off, but kept the gloves. Jemma nodded that it was fine, but the two men left theirs at the desk where they had found them.

Back in the plane, Naomi sighed and sat the vial carefully next to the mercury. “So many toxic things… it’s weird how that works. Polar opposites, but all for one purpose.”

“Was the other spell like that, too?”

“I don’t know. I have not a clue what herbs are used for completing things or not completing things. Or dirt. Or water. I just don’t know.” Naomi looked mildly embarrassed, but had a small smile on her face.

“That’s fair enough I suppose. Now, shall we get the next clue?” 

They all were anxious to know what the next ingredient was, but at the same time, Naomi felt an immense amount of pressure at the thought of blowing glitter on the paper one more time and seeing anything that didn’t point to blood. “I guess so. I just hope we’re almost done.” The other two closed their eyes and nodded in unison. She took the paper, and blew the sparkle from the palm of her hand. It took to the paper, and in no time at all, they were reading the next clue.

Dion read it aloud. “’Three drops of blood from your hand do take.’ So… that’s it? That’s the last clue?”

Naomi nodded, a grin spreading across her face. “It should be! blood was the last ingredient in all the spells I looked at.”

“So the next thing we see should be instructions, right?” Ram’s voice was hopeful. “We’re almost done? We still have a week left! This should be cake!”

“Let’s make sure I’m right, first. Morgan has done a lot of things different in this recipe.”

“Mmm… I hope it’s not anything else. Please, not before I sleep.” Ram’s voice was as tired as his body looked, with bags hanging under his eyes from nights of tossing and turning, worrying about the world ending until Dion woke him to reassure him that they were all still there, and it wasn’t done yet.

The taller man looked down at him, concern in his eyes. “You know, Ram, you could go to bed now. Forget about it until morning.”

“No, you know I couldn’t. I’d never sleep, not knowing if it was or wasn’t a clue, not knowing if we were done yet, or had another round to go.”

“Well, then let’s hope for the best.” With that, Naomi blew.

Chapter 21

 

A line of text appeared, the three of them holding their breath and leaning forward slightly as if that would make the words form any faster. Finally, Naomi sighed. “Leaves of the plant to interpret dreams. I was really hoping—” She shook her head, interrupting herself. “But it isn’t. It’s not even an obvious one!”

Ram groaned. “Does this never end?”

Dion shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know. I assume it will end at some point? But I’m really hoping it’s sooner than later because we have seven days, so it would be great if they were all kind of easy. We still have the time, we just have to… y’know, hurry a bit. Make sure to get at least one a day, and maybe try to go a bit quicker. But honestly, even with this time frame we don’t need to push ourselves too hard.”

Ram turned to him, scowling. “And when do you suggest we do start to push ourselves, D? Because I think it’s just going to keep going. We have at least four more things to find, plus whatever asinine supplies we need. That’s who knows how many things, and seven days if we are even counting right! It might be six days! I don’t know, I wasn’t the one who created this blasted spell, or this blasted cure for it!”

“We know, Ram. But let’s sleep tonight, okay? I’m pretty sure we can figure it out in the morning. We can think better then, anyway.”

“If it’s what you really want. I guess we have a couple extra days. A night of sleep won’t hurt us.”

She moved to sprawl out on the couch. Dion looked at her sympathetically. “You know, we could put you up in a room. You don’t have to sleep on the couch all the time.”

“Nah, I’m fine here. No use going to a hotel, that’s a useless in-between step. I’m just going to check on my girls and go to sleep.”

“Okay. But keep it in mind.”

She smiled gratefully. “Thank you.” As they both exited to the back, she poked around on her phone until she found the contact and messaged him.

Tell my girls goodnight for me and that I love them. How are they?

She waited, glancing at the phone every couple seconds. Finally, she saw the blue light come on in the corner. She didn’t like having the noise on her phone on. They’re doing fine. Had a long day of playtime. We played mummies and Pharaohs! Amira was the Pharoah, and Zahra was the mummy, in case you were wondering.

Naomi couldn’t help but smile, picturing Amira ordering the older man around and the wailing mummy stopping to giggle when someone paid her mind. Lol, sounds like fun! Thank you again for watching them

This time, the response was quick. It’s no problem at all, they’re little angels.

Naomi smiled, lay down, and was asleep before she knew it.

She slept fitfully, waking up at every tiny noise, though better sleep than the night before, she had to admit. Finally, at about five she woke up and did some stretches on the floor of the plane. She didn’t have her yoga mat with her, but she didn’t figure the floor was all that dirty. When she was done, she took a quick shower and emerged feeling refreshed and ready to go.

Ram and Dion were sitting on the couch, pointing at things on his laptop’s screen and arguing. “Oh, there you are. Finally. Took long enough.” Ram sounded amused more than annoyed, so Naomi just sighed.

“Yeah, I know. Hour long showers. I’m terrible, aren’t I?”

“Definitely. Now would you please tell Dion that we aren’t looking for dope?”

“But hallucinations are a bit like dreams! It could totally be poppy!”

Naomi rolled her eyes. “Really? You just want an excuse to smuggle opium through airports.”

Dion dramatically rolled his eyes back. “But it could be. You know it could.”

She grinned. “Yeah, it could be. But I don’t think so. What are some like… mythological plants? That might be the best place to start, because I can’t think of it off the top of my head.”

“I don’t think there are mythological plants, Naomi.” Ram raised an eyebrow.

“I think there are. But you two can do whatever, I’m going to look up a list of them.”

They went back to arguing over whether or not poppy could be the answer while Naomi began reading through an extremely long list of mythological plants. Boy there’s an awful lot of these! I guess I’d better look through all of these links… She wished she was on her laptop at home where she could just hover over it and read a synopsis, but she wasn’t. Scouring through articles about various plants, she learned a lot.

“Did you know that Siberian ginseng can give you energy?”

“No, I didn’t.” Ram said dryly. “Why do you ask?”

“No reason. I just was reading a page on ginseng.”

“I see. Well, I think we have finally decided that it’s not poppy. Isn’t that right, D?”

Dion grumbled. “Yeah. I guess. I just think we should have given it more thought.”

“Anyway, we are gonna go grab some breakfast. Do you want anything?”

She pursed her lips. “Yeah, if you could bring me a coffee and something to eat that’d be great. Thanks.”

“Anything in particular you want to eat?”

She thought for a moment, pursing her lips in a frown. “Nah, whatever you get will be fine. Not sure what Brazilians usually do for breakfast anyway.”

“Alright, if you say so.” They left, and she worked her way down the list, discarding one plant after another. There were quite a few that mentioned causing certain dreams, or dreams of certain events to come, but so far nothing about dream interpretation. 

The two men came back with a coffee and a muffin for her. “D insisted we should get you a poppy seed muffin.”

Naomi shook her head with a wry grin. “Go figure. But in other news, I think I might have it.”

Ram’s eyebrows shot up as he drew back. “Really? Already?”

“Well it has been quite a few hours. I’ve just spent that time reading instead of arguing over drugs and buying muffins.” They hushed and let her share what she’d found. “So, I think the thing we need is Myrtle.”

“Why Myrtle, exactly?” Ram sounded unconvinced.

“Well, it’s in Greek mythology and it is supposedly Aphrodite and Demeter’s plant or something like that, but it can give you the power to interpret dreams. So I think it’s Myrtle.”

“Okay, well, fair enough I suppose.” Ram paused. “So do you think it grows in Brazil anywhere?”

“No, we should just go get some in Greece. Closer to the source anyway, you know? Like your mist of healing. It’d be a more clever fake.”

“Fair enough. So, shall we?” Dion seemed eager to get up off the ground and into the air again. 

Naomi buckled herself into the seat, deciding to continue to read the list while they flew. Who knows, maybe it could come in handy?

Ram and Dion went about getting cleared for takeoff and soon enough they were in the air, headed to Greece. The plane ride seemed to take forever, and Naomi dozed off and on throughout it.

Finally, they were there. “Do you want me to just go get it?” Naomi asked, seeing how tired both men looked and stifling her groan.

“No, I’ll go with you.” Ram’s voice was exhausted. “I don’t want you out on your own in a foreign country in the dark. You have girls at home you have to get back to, and on top of that an entire world to save. So I’m not letting you die.”

“Well… thank you, I think?”

They walked out, and stretched. Naomi’s joints cracked, and she could swear she heard her body groan and creak. They remained silent together as they made their way to the front of the airport. Ram sighed, rubbing his eyes. “I think we can get some from a park. So we will just get the cabby to take us to the nearest park. That should do, right?”

“That should.” Naomi was quiet, looking at the city in the dusk. “You know, I’ve always wanted to go to Greece. I just never imagined it might be like this.” She shrugged. “Honestly, I’ve always wanted to go to a lot of places that we’ve barely jaunted in and out of. I really wish we had the time to look around a bit.”

Ram pursed his lips. “You know, I’d love to let you. But we are on such a tight schedule.”

She sighed. “I know…” Ram finally got a cab to stop for them and they both got in, with him in the front.

“Can you take us to the nearest park?” He asked the cabby, who nodded happily.

Naomi wondered at all the people who spoke English that they’d run into. Someone foreign going to America wouldn’t have nearly that much luck. For not having a set national language, we sure tend to be very unresponsive to learning any other than English.

Not too long after getting in the cab, it rolled to a stop outside a gorgeous hill. “Is this—”

“The Parthenon. Yes.” The cabby smiled. “Would you like me to wait for you?”

“Yes please.” Ram said. “We just wanted somewhere to take a walk after our flight. We have a connection in a little bit.”

“Ah, that is a shame. So much time going through customs for just a walk in the park.” He looked confused, and a little suspicious.

Ram explained. “No, actually we are on government business. About… it.” He showed his badge. “This gets me through customs no questions asked.”

He nodded slowly. “If only we could all have those some days, right?”

With a nod and a grim smile, Ram got out of the car and Naomi met him on the nearby sidewalk, nearly bouncing. Her eyes glowed as she turned to him. “I can’t believe I’m actually seeing the Parthenon.”

“Crazy, isn’t it?” 

It was. The lights lit it up beautifully against the twilight sky. A few people milled about. Naomi would normally not leave without taking a tour, but at this hour none would be going on. 

She sighed. “Well, that looks like a myrtle tree over there.”

Ram looked at her, his eyes slightly narrowed. “You know, why don’t we take a walk up the hill first.”

“To see the—but I thought we didn’t have time!” Her voice rose in excitement even as she was denying herself the pleasure.

“We have to make it convincing, don’t we? Our story I mean?”

“Ram you are a terrible liar. But yes please!” She took off, walking so quickly it was nearly a jog.

When he caught up with her, out of breath, he put his hands on his knees and rested even as she flitted around him commenting on the structure. “You know, I don’t remember them having repaired this. Or putting a park around it, for that matter.” She seemed slightly confused, but not at all like she was going to argue with any of the changes.

“Maybe they were completed, too.”

She nodded slowly. “Yeah, probably. But look at these pillars! Aren’t they huge?!”

He smiled as they walked around it, with Naomi commenting on various parts of the building and how perfectly wonderful it all was. Finally, when he didn’t feel like he could walk for too much longer, he stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. “That trip up the hill really did me in. I’m sorry, but do you think we could get the leaves now?”

Her eyes widened. “Sure! I didn’t realize you were so tired. Let’s go, then.”

And with that, they walked back down the hill and to one of the nearest Myrtle trees. Naomi plucked some leaves and put them in her pocket so sneakily that even Ram had to ask if she’d gotten them. She nodded and smiled, and they went back to the cab, the lights of the Parthenon still dancing in her eyes the whole way back to the plane.

Chapter 22

 

When they got back to the plane, Dion was already on the bed in the back. Ram smiled. “He’s fast asleep. I’m not going to wake him. So shall we see the next clue, and head to bed ourselves?”

“Sure. Not like we can go anywhere with our pilot sleeping anyway.” When it was done, she read the clue. “One root of the plant that screams… Oh, that’s easy! Mandrake.”

“How’d you know that? And what’s a mandrake?”

“It’s a root that supposedly screams when you pull it up. The scream kills whatever pulled it up. Pretty cool, huh?”

He frowned. “Uh, sure. If one of us dying is cool with you.”

She scowled at him playfully. “Yeah, and the unicorn horn healed us all. Definitely. Because all this mythology is real.”

“Well that’s fair enough, I suppose.” He rolled his eyes. “But it is real in a way, you know? All I’m saying is be careful. So where do we find this mandrake root?”

Naomi shrugged. “Not really sure. But we can find that tomorrow, right?”

“I suppose it’s enough that we know what we’re after.” He nodded and squeezed her shoulder. “Sleep well.”

“You too.” She smiled and patted his hand.

With that, he walked back and went to bed, leaving Naomi to check her messages. She had one text to tell her that the girls were doing well and that they went to get ‘chicken nugget!’ for dinner, much to Amira’s delight. Thanking him again, she flopped onto the couch still in her clothes and fell asleep, not having the energy to change. Traveling was more exhausting than sitting still had a right to be.

The next morning, Naomi didn’t wake up until nearly eleven. Sitting up with a jolt, she glanced around frantically. 

“Don’t worry.” Dion’s voice was soothing. “We have plenty of time, and you needed the sleep. You haven’t been sleeping well ever since we picked up the girls.”

“We don’t have that much time! Only five more days!”

“And it’s alright. We’ll make it.”

Naomi sighed, closing her eyes again, the adrenaline dissipating. “I wish I was as sure as you…”

He grinned. “Well, at least I got a head start on the research this time! I think it could be poppy. Because what makes a plant scream more than hallucinations?” His tone was nearly reverent, and extremely excited. Naomi hated to burst his bubble.

“That’s not a head start, I told Ram last night that it’s a mandrake. Sorry buddy, not poppy. You really want your dope, don’t you?”

“Well I don’t do drugs, but yeah it’d be kinda cool to have to sneak something on board like in a spy movie.”

She shook her head. “You’re insane. But anyway, yeah, it’s mandrake. So we just need to find out what exactly a mandrake is.”

“Wouldn’t it be… well, a mandrake?” Dion raised one eyebrow.

Naomi shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe. Let me see if there is a real mandrake plant.” She tapped around on her phone, leaning weirdly over the arm of the chair so she could still use it with the charger plugged in. Realizing her phone was at a hundred percent, she unplugged it and sat normally.

“So do you think they really scream?”

She looked up at him out of the corner of her eyes. Ignoring his question, she spoke again. “Well what do ya know. There is a real mandrake plant. Mandragora. And there are some in Oxford in a garden, so we should be able to get some there easier than trying to track it down in nature.”

“So, to Oxford, then?”

“Please, kind sir.”

Dion glanced back, but Ram wasn’t stirring. “Well, would you be so kind as to accompany me to the cockpit?”

Her eyes widened, and she hesitated. “Uh, sure.” She nodded slowly, a grin spreading across her face. “Sure, I’ll come.”

He smiled and made his way there. She followed him, and sat in the other chair. He started flipping switches and pushing buttons and she stared in awe as the engine rumbled to life. Looking around, there were so many buttons and wires, switches and levers, everything she imagined would be in a cockpit and much more. Feeling a little overwhelmed, she sunk back into her seat, watching as his ebony hands flitted across panels like he was playing the piano.

Radioing the tower, he said a lot of things that Naomi didn’t understand. “It sounds like a foreign language.”

Smiling over at her, he explained. “I just told them we were going to take off, and they told me when I could. We get special clearance because of Ram. And you, now. You’re a regular celebrity, you know that?”

She shook her head. “No. I see no reason why I should be.”

“You’re saving the world, aren’t you?”

Again, she shook her head. “No, we are. You’re flying the plane. Ram’s getting us clearance. And I’m doing magic. All three of us are doing important things.”

“Well, that’s fair enough, I suppose.” They sat in silence as he took off, shooting them up into the sky. Naomi gripped the arms of the chair. The view was more than she had counted on; she’d never seen anything while they were taking off. In fact, she actively avoided windows during flight. “Sorry, I forgot you’re kinda squeamish in planes. It will be better in a minute, I promise.” And he spoke true. In a couple minutes, Naomi was releasing the tension from her shoulders.

It was silent for a while, until Naomi finally asked. “Did you really meet Ram while in college? You two seem like you’ve been best friends since preschool the way you are.”

“No, we really did meet in college. He was starting his Masters, and I was in the last few years of Med school. We were about the same age, he’s only a year younger than me. But yeah, we clicked and it was like it was meant to be.”

“Well, maybe it was. The FBI agent and the pilot. Seems like you’d be able to do a lot together. Even work together, maybe.”

He smiled sadly. “Well, I wanted to be a doctor. But that didn’t work out. I didn’t get hired, because the administration couldn’t look past the fact that my family history sounds like a scam.” Naomi was already nodding understandingly. “But now I get to spend more time doing this. It still smarts, though, watching other people get what they want when I can’t have mine because of things I can’t control.”

“Well that’s fair enough. And terrifying. I mean, why would you lie about that?”

“I don’t know, maybe they thought I robbed a bank or something like that. But what matters is that it happened and now I’m a fully certified doctor relegated to flying a plane so you guys can save the world.” 

There was a somber silence between them until Naomi sighed. “It’s sad. I’m sure it’s even more sad for you, but I just wish the world wasn’t like this. You know—”

It was then that Ram arrived. “Ayy, what are you doing here?” He sounded disgruntled, but tried to cover it over with amusement.

Naomi saw through the thin veil. “Oh! There you are! I think I’ll go back out to the couch now.”

“I was in bed. D knew I was in bed because he had to strap me into the bed.”

Naomi quickly removed herself from Ram’s seat, though Dion spoke up for her. “I asked her to come keep me company.”

“Mmm… okay.”

Naomi made her way back to her normal seat on the couch for the rest of the short flight.

As the plane landed, she strained to hear anything from the cockpit, curious to understand the foreign language of pilots and towers. Hmm, that reminds me. I should pick up some Arabian for the girls. I don’t want them to lose that. If I get to keep them after we fix the world, that is…

She was downloading an app on her phone to aid her when Ram and Dion emerged from the cockpit. Dion looked over at her and tilted his head. “Well, we be in Oxfordshire, my lady.”

“Is it time to die, my liege? I think that sounds to be a grand idea.”

“Indeed it is, my lady. Let us go pull a mandrake root.”

Ram sighed and shook his head. “You know, I do wonder why people died when they pulled those things. Is there anything we should be worried about? Are they poisonous?”

Naomi laughed. “Nah, we’ll be fine. If you’re so worried, I’ll pull it.”

“No! You have children to take care of!”

“Ram, it’s a plant. I’ll be fine.” By this time, Dion had pulled up in a rental car. Naomi ducked in.

Ram frowned once secured in the passenger seat. “Well, arsenic is just a plant!”

Dion gave him a weird look. “Um? No. No it isn’t.”

“You get what I mean, though. Plants can kill people.”

Naomi rolled her eyes with an exaggerated sigh. “Well I won’t put it in my mouth, then. Happy?”

He widened his eyes and put his hands up in bewilderment. “No! Not happy! I am just a little concerned that we’re going to pull the death plant.”

“Oh, come on. It’s not a death plant! You know how stories go. Only one person had to die for the story to spread, and they could have just had a heart attack! English people were very superstitious.”

He sighed. “That’s true, I guess. But still. I will kill you if you leave me with the two girls. Please be careful.”

The car rolled to a stop, and Naomi grinned as she got out. “No promises.” 

Walking to the garden, a young man was there to greet her. “Doctor Cortez?”

Naomi blinked a few times. “Oh, me. Yes, that’s me. We need a plant for testing, I believe I told you over the phone.”

He grinned. “Yeah, you wanna pull a mandrake. Your death wish.”

Ram piped up, standing only a few feet behind her. “See! Death wish!”

The young man raised one eyebrow, giving him a confused look. “You know that’s just a myth, right? She’s not actually going to die. If she was, I’d do it. Not much to live for anyway.” He punctuated his words with laughter.

“Mood.” Naomi grinned. “Can you point me to them?”

He walked a few paces until they stood at a garden. “You know, I’m honestly amazed you found the gardens without them having to call me to the front. These here are your mandrakes.” He was pointing at bed of plants in the ground.

Naomi stooped down and grasped one at the base. Ram sucked in a breath, and she looked at him weirdly. “Seriously, man?”

Dion stepped slightly in front of him. “It’s okay. He grew up in a very superstitious home. Like, they believed in magic and stuff.”

Ram put his hand on his shoulder. “D. Buddy. And how did a third of the world die?”

He was quiet for a moment, then shrugged. “Fair.”

Naomi tugged on the base of the plant, and eventually got it up. Immediately a scream peirced the air and she fell onto the ground beside the bed. Ram ran over, eyes wide. “Naomi? Naomi!”

Dion was clutching his stomach, nearly crying with laughter. “I can’t believe you fell for that!”

“Fell for—” He glanced back, and saw Naomi shaking with laughter. “Not funny, Naomi.”

“Yes it was! Even Dion thinks so!” She stood up, examining the plant in her hands. “This does look a bit like a person, so I kinda get where they thought it was living, you know?”

Dion’s ebony hand gently took the root from her. “I can see that, I suppose. It does look a little like a man, see here’s its little arms, and that’s its legs—”

Ram grumbled. “Really. Can we just go get the… experiment going now? We’re on a schedule.”

Naomi shrugged. “Sure, I guess that’s fair enough.” She turned to the young man and grinned. “Thanks for sharing your death plant.”

He laughed. “No problem. You probably made my month. Every time I see those plants.” Laughter overtook his words as he shook his head and wiped a tear from his cheek. “Priceless!”

Naomi was still grinning as she climbed into the back of the car. “Well, shall we see what the next clue is?”

Ram groaned. “Please.”

Naomi laughed and turned to Dion with a sly grin and mischief sparkling in her eyes. “I think you’ll know this one. A pinch of the flower to soothe the pain.”

Chapter 23

 

Dion grinned. “Finally! Now we can get the poppy!”

“Yes indeed. Wait, aren’t poppies a huge thing here?” Naomi frowned. “I think I remember a book where poppies were a huge thing in the U.K.”

Ram paced back and forth before taking a seat on the couch and putting his head down in his hands. Dion looked at him curiously, and he looked up, rolling his eyes exaggeratedly. “What? I don’t want to speak and risk being laughed at again.”

He grinned. “Aye, it was hilarious, alright?”

“Ha. Haha. Can’t you tell? I’m laughing so hard.”

Dion swatted him playfully on the shoulder before plopping down next to him. “Lighten up, man. Laughing can be good for you!”

Ram leaned back with a sigh. “No, what’s good for me is sleep. But we can probably get poppy before sundown, so I think we should try for that. We’ve only got five days left, and we still have no clue how we’re supposed to make this cure thing.”

“It’s fine, we’re ahead aren’t we! If we finish two today?” Naomi sat down, phone in hand.

He flew out of his seat, flustered. “No! We don’t know that we’re ahead, and it’s not okay! We don’t know how many clues we have left, and what if we can’t get one of them? What then? Or if one of them is something we can’t figure out in time? I don’t know about you, but I don’t fancy dying in the next few days.”

Naomi laughed. “If only—”

“No. No joking. Real, actual death. Are you ready for that?”

She quieted with a sigh. Dion stood and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Hey. You know she uses jokes to cope. We’ve been over this.”

He sighed and shook his head. “Yeah, I know. I’m sorry. I’m stressed.”

“I know. Why don’t you go on back and sleep? You’ve slept the least.” He forced a grin. “Need you some beauty sleep. You’re getting scruffy lookin’.”

Scrunching his nose, he swatted at the taller man. “You hush. Just ‘cuz you can’t grow a beard.”

“Oh, I could grow a majestic beard.” He lifted his chin and pretended to stroke it. “I just don’t let myself go so far.”

Ram laughed. “What, at the rate of one inch a year? I’ve seen you not shave for weeks and still have a chin as bare as a baby’s—”

“Shush. You’re just jealous.”

“Me? Jealous?”

“Yeah. I look fabulous even without a beard. You can’t tell me you’re not jealous.”

Naomi grinned and watched as Ram doubled over laughing. I could use some popcorn. He stood straight with a malicious grin after mere seconds. “You told me yourself you were jealous of my beard!”

“When was that? I never! I don’t even like beards, they’re itchy!”

“You did! When you were coming to from having your wisdo—”

“Hey! I thought we agreed never to talk about that!” Dion had his hand to his chest in mock offense.

Ram threw his hand to his forehead and adopted a high-pitched whine. “Oh, I wish I had a beard like yours, Ram! It looks so good on you! So manly!”

Naomi could swear he blushed. “Oh, stop. I was high on laughing gas! I don’t want your beard! Plus, what proof do you have? It’s your word against mine.”

Ram pulled out his phone and raised his eyebrows. “I have vid—”

“No!” His eyes were wide. “No, that’s fine, that’s fine! I believe you!”

His laugh was deep. “Good, because I don’t really have that video. You made me delete it, remember?”

“Ah. Well. Good for me. But in all seriousness, please. Go get yourself a shower, man! And at least trim that scruffy nonsense, then get some sleep.”

“Yes sir.” With a taunting glance over his shoulder, he made his way back to their bedroom to grab some clothes, then headed in to the bathroom. 

Naomi practically glowed with happiness and contained laughter as she sighed, coming back down from her high to the reality of their impending doom. “That was nice. Laughing, I mean.”

“Yeah. Ram needs it when he’s stressed, but he’s hard to get to if you don’t know him well enough.” He paused and sat back down on the couch. “Well. Shall we find us some dope?”

She turned her face back to her phone, but her focus drifted, anxious thoughts distracting her. She pulled herself back to the task at hand and sighed. “Poppies… poppies, poppies.”

Dion frowned. “Do you think it matters what kind?”

She returned the gesture. “Hmm… I don’t know. I guess? I didn’t even know there were kinds.” She bit her lip and opened a new search tab. “Hmm, there is one specific opium poppy. Oh! And there are fields here in Oxford!”

“Really? Just a poppy field? Isn’t that illegal or something?”

“Yeah, really. Apparently you can grow it, you just can’t extract it.”

“Well then. Learn something every day. I guess we need to go see if we can pick up our car again, huh?”

Naomi hopped up out of her seat and followed Dion out the door. By the time they got to the rental agency, dusk was creeping into the sky. “Hmm… looks like we can get our flower, then we’ll have to go back to bed. I think we’re fine for time, anyway.” She paused. “How many flowers do you think we’ll need?”

“I dunno. I guess we’ll just grab a couple. The thing said flower, right? Not roots or anything?”

Naomi slid into the passenger seat and Dion keyed the ignition. “Yeah, it just said a pinch of flower. Whatever that’s supposed to mean.”

He raised his eyebrows and shook his head, backing out of the bay. “Not one clue. Morgan really could have been nicer about this nonsense.”

“Boy isn’t that the truest thing I heard all day.”

Laughing, he looked over. “Can you pull up a map or something? Where are we supposed to be going, exactly?”

“What, they don’t have signs pointing ‘Dope this way’?” 

Her grandiose gestures had him chuckling again. “Ah, no. Not in a college town. You know, it’s amazing they have poppy fields in a college town at all. You’d think that would be a bit risky.” He laughed. “I actually studied abroad here for a term.”

“Really?” Her eyebrows shot up as she tried to find an address to put in the map.

“Yeah. I liked it. It was a good experience. After going home I decided to get my pilot’s license because I didn’t want to give up traveling.”

“That’s really cool. Oh, left here.” Dion took the turn sharply and she winced. “Sorry, I just got it up.”

“It’s fine! Ram’s usually worse. He’s made sure to be nicer with you in the car, though. He’s been good.”

She raised one eyebrow. “Nicer?”

“Well, can you really blame him?”

“The next right. And I mean…” She trailed off and bit her lip.

He looked over keenly. “You can’t, can you? He took a leap of faith with you. You hold his job in your hands, and yet you joke about it.”

She nodded. “Mmm. I guess I can see where that would be insulting.”

“And on top of it all, you get a prize job without even working for it.”

Her shoulders dropped. “Well… that’s not entirely true. But he doesn’t know that.”

“How so?”

“Right up here, and then that’s it.” She paused, then sighed. “Sure, I dropped out. I couldn’t afford to take on any more loans. But that doesn’t mean I stopped studying. I was testing out of as many classes as the university would let me, one at a time. It saved a lot of money, doing it that way.”

Dion nodded slowly. “I never would have guessed. Ram mentioned you had a house, so I guess I thought you were rich.”

Her laugh was dry and humorless. “Far from it. I made decent wages as the library consultant, but mostly I edited kid’s papers for cash. The house was cheap, and the money Dad left me when he… that money paid for most of it.”

“Really?” He raised an eyebrow.

She nodded and sighed. “This job at the college will be very helpful. In paying for Amira and Zahra.”

“Yeah, I can imagine. Well, let me know if you need money, okay?”

Looking over with tears in her eyes, her lip quivered in her smile. “Really? I wouldn’t want to be a bother.”

“Really. I love those girls, and you’re a friend. Just think of me as their godfather, okay?”

She was silent as the car rolled to a stop. Before he could get out, she reached over and placed a hand on his arm, meeting his dark eyes with her own. “Thank you, Dion.”

He blushed and looked away, getting out the car and walking towards the flowers in the dusk. Naomi stooped down beside the rows, holding a bloom in her hands. He grinned. “They’re pretty, aren’t they?”

“I’m sure they are, but I can’t really see much at the moment.”

“Fair. Let’s just pull a couple. Sound good?”

“Sounds good. We each grab one.” She dug her fingers into the dirt around the roots and pulled up. “This is considerably harder than I thought, to be honest.”

Dion laughed. “Don’t worry about getting all the roots, just some. Dig both of your hands in and under until your fingers touch and just… pull.”

She grunted and pulled with all her strength. Flying backwards to land on her back, the air was knocked out of her lungs. As it came back, she groaned, picking herself up and walking to the car where Dion was already waiting.

“Ready?”

Good, he didn’t see me fall. “Yep, ready.” She paused. “Where should I put this? Do we really want to get dirt in the rental?”

Dion pursed his lips. “Hmm. You’re right. Can you just hold them?”

Naomi looked down at her shirt in the light from the roof. Dirt crumbs stuck to it in a few places from falling. “Yeah, I can do that.” He handed over the plant, and she held it as they drove in silence, the GPS navigating the way to the airport. The air dried the dirt on her hands, making them crackly and gross. When they got to the rental agency, they exchanged a glance.

“How are we going to do this…” Dion squinted at the plants.

“Hmm… we don’t have any bags to sneak them in, do we…” She looked around. “Yeah, I don’t see any. But I did read that possessing the plant isn’t illegal, hence the fields, but extracting the opium is. So I don’t think we can get in trouble for carrying the plant through.”

He shrugged. “I guess we can try it.” He went to turn in the keys while Naomi stood holding the plants. She glanced around every now and then, her heart racing even though she knew it technically wasn’t illegal.

Dion came back and looked her over. “You’re already dirty, so do you mind carrying them the rest of the way?”

“Nah, that’s fine. I just can’t wait to wash my hands.”

He laughed as she grimaced. “I bet.”

They got to the plane with no issues, and Naomi rushed to the sink as soon as she got the plants into a plastic sack. 

When the dirt was scrubbed off, she sighed in relief and moved out to the couch. Dion handed her the paper. “Well, shall we?”

She took the glitter, and blew it on the page. “A branch of the tree to safety gain?” She groaned. “I so don’t feel like researching right now.”

Dion patted her shoulder. “Get some sleep. We’ll look at it in the morning. I’m sure we’re close, if not done by now. I mean, that’s three stanzas! Three is a magic number, right?”

She raised one eyebrow. “I literally have never heard that. But I hope you’re right.”

“I don’t know. Something to do with the pyramids or something like that. Get some sleep, Naomi.”

“You too, Dion.”

Chapter 24

 

Naomi tossed and turned, every possible bad ending playing in her mind on repeat while she slept. Finally, sitting straight up, she panted. She reached over and grabbed her phone.

Hmm… still pretty early… oh! A text notification was on the top bar. She pulled it down. A text from Djoser… No. No! This has to be a dream still… This can’t be real!

She read it aloud to hear it, her heart racing as she pleaded with herself to wake up. “Zahra very sick. At emergency room. Will keep you updated, doc says nothing serious.” But why would they be in the emergency room if there’s nothing serious? I need to get home. I need to get home now.

Biting her lip, she looked down at her phone, then called. Standing up to pace around the room, she held her breath between each dial tone. Has he picked up? Should I be talking? Why hasn’t he picked up? She tried quieting the maelstrom but that only made it louder. You’re a bad mom. You should have woken Dion by now. He’d take you home, you know that. You shouldn’t have left them with Djoser at all. 

As the dial tones ended and she got his voicemail, she sighed and hung up, texting him to call or text as soon as he knew anything. She made for the back bedroom, then stopped. No… No, I should let them sleep. I’ll just research this tree of protection in the meantime. Ram is angry enough as it is, and Dion won’t fly well if emotional and tired.

With a sigh, she pulled up the search engine on her phone. She tilted her head and raised her eyebrows. That was suspiciously easy, to be honest. She clicked on the article and read it, waiting for the two men to wake up. She didn’t even notice as she drifted back to sleep.

“Naomi? Naomi!” Dion shook her violently, and her eyes flew open.

“What is it, where are they?”

He hugged her close. “Shh… it’s okay. Whatever you were dreaming, it wasn’t real. Everything’s okay, I promise.”

She relaxed slightly. “Well that’s a lie. But thanks, Dion.”

He grinned, squeezed her tightly, and let her go. “You were having a nightmare.”

“My life is a nightmare.”

Ram grumbled from across the room. “No, your life is actually not so bad right now. Try having your career that you’ve sacrificed so much for resting in the hands of someone who doesn’t care. Someone who’s getting a career without even having to put in the work!”

“Try having your kids across the globe in the emergency room! Or trying to pay for college as you go, because you can’t afford it! Or…” She sighed. “You know what, nevermind.” I don’t want to talk about it. 

Ram’s face fell a little. “I didn’t know… I’m sorry…”

“Mm. It’s fine.” Her shoulders drooped as she curled her legs up to her chest. 

After a minute, Dion clapped his hands together. “So! A branch from the tree of protection. Any ideas?”

Naomi’s face brightened as she grinned. “An apple tree.”

He raised one eyebrow. “An apple tree? That’s it?”

“Yep, that’s it. There was an apple tree in Narnia—”

“Narnia?” Ram perked up. “Like, the story books? That exists?”

Naomi laughed. “Well, did unicorns really exist?”

He looked to Dion and shrugged. “Well, apparently.”

“No, it was a misunderstanding of reality. Plus, Narnia was fantasy. Lewis made it up.”

“Isn’t it a little too recent?” Dion eyed her suspiciously. “I mean, everything else we’ve looked at has been pretty ancient.”

“That’s true… but the tree is literally called the Tree of Protection. So that’s gotta be it, right?”

“I mean, it is rather convenient.” Ram shrugged.

Rolling his eyes, the other man sighed. “You just want Narnia to be real, you silly fool.”

He huffed in indignation. “And? So what? Unicorns and Phoenixes get to be real, but not story books?”

Dion shrugged. “I mean, that’s fair. But we don’t want to mess this up, either.”

Naomi nodded. “That’s why I want to combine things. I want to go home and check on Zahra. Djoser isn’t answering his phone, he just said they were in the emergency room. We can get a branch there, right? And then we’ll already be home and ready to perform the spell, too.”

Ram sighed, then shook his head. “Dad’s not always the best at answering his phone, but even he should know better than to leave you in the dark after that—”

“I’d think. So I’m going to assume there’s something wrong, and I’d like to go ASAP.”

Dion nodded. “Completely fair. So, to New York, then? That’s good, I have some apple trees back home. They need trimmed anyway, even though I’d have rather waited a month or two until it was colder.”

Naomi nodded. “Thank you. I’ll try to figure out which hospital they’re at.”

“Dad would have taken them to the children’s hospital if he could get them in. That’s where he always took me.”

She closed her eyes and breathed in relief. “Good. Children’s hospital is good.” She sighed. “I just… I wish I’d kept them with me. We didn’t even end up dealing with poison that much, and Dion… I trust you would have taken good care of her.”

He put one hand on her shoulder. “You know I would have. But, I don’t have that kind of technology here, nor the resources that the hospital does. And would you really want Amira getting ahold of poppy or snake venom?”

Her shoulders dropped. “No, not really…”

Squeezing her shoulder gently, he smiled. “They’ll be okay. Sit down and get buckled in and I’ll try to get us off the ground as fast as I can.”

Naomi nodded and strapped herself into one of the seats, looking around and biting her lip while trying not to look at her phone. Giving in, she refreshed the app. Her heart seemed to skip a beat as she waited, but nothing new appeared. Still one gray checkmark rested below her message. Come on Djoser… Answer your phone! She glanced at the time, then glanced again because she wasn’t paying attention the first time.

She shifted in her seat, unable to calm her nerves, and was thankful for the plane’s movement as it took off down the runway after what seemed like an eternity of uncomfortable squirming. As the pressure on her ears grew, she felt like her stomach was going to implode. Please no. That’s the last thing I need right now. 

Swallowing hard to keep the bile in her stomach, she drifted into a restless light sleep, checking her phone every hour or so when she awoke.

Finally, the checkmark became two blue ones. She sat straight up in her chair, thankful for the plane’s wifi as she saw the ‘is typing’ message appear below his name.

We are at the children’s hospital. Ram will know which one. Everything is okay, it was just a parasite she had picked up there. I know you will want to see her. We are heading home.

Naomi sighed in relief, looking out at the land below her before typing back. We will be landing soon. Not sure how long we can stay, but I’ll come see them as long as I can. Thank you for taking care of my babies!

Mere seconds passed before his answer came in. No problem at all! I’ve enjoyed it. Not like I’ll be getting grandchildren anytime soon.

She grinned, laying back against the seat and resting until the plane landed. Dion rushed back as soon as they were set on the ground. “Did you hear anything? How are they?”

Naomi sat straight up, her heart pounding as she woke with a start. “Oh, yeah. They’re okay. I won’t be until I see them, but he says they’re home now. And that he took her to the children’s hospital.” She smiled gratefully at Ram.

He nodded once. “Alright, since we know that’s where they are, we’ll all go see them quickly. Then we’ll head back here to D’s place and get a proper night’s sleep, okay?”

“I might ask to stay with Djoser and the girls if we’re spending the night in the States.” The two men nodded. Walking out, Naomi sighed in the fresh air. “It’s good to be back home, especially if we get to put it back right and carry on as normal, soon.”

Dion brushed his hand over the tree he stood next to. “Who knows if it will ever be normal again. I know it won’t for us.”

Naomi frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Well… I mean, look at you. You won’t go back to being a librarian. You’re a professor now. And a mother. A world traveler, too. You’ll never go back to being the way you were.”

She shrugged. “That’s true, but I didn’t say that. I said normal. Normal changes all the time.”

Dion tilted his head, squinting at her slightly before raising his eyebrows and nodding his head. “You know? That’s fair.”

Ram nodded pensively and followed as she walked towards her car, which was still sitting in the driveway. He frowned. “You don’t want to go inside and sit down first?”

She raised one eyebrow. “No? I just sat for hours. Why would I want to sit again, just to go sit in the car?”

He shrugged. “Because Dion’s chairs are more comfortable?”

“I think I’d rather just go see my girls… if that’s okay. You know?”

Dion nodded. “I’ll take her if you want, Ram.”

He rolled his eyes dramatically. “He’s my dad too, you know.”

“Yeah, but if you don’t want to go, you don’t have to. I know the way well enough on my own.”

Ram smiled. “I know you do. But I’d like to see him, too. I can come home and rest.”

Dion playfully pushed him. “You need it, man. You’re turning into a grouch.”

“What? I am not!”

“Are too. Now get in the car, Oscar. Let’s go.”

“Fine, then.” He mockingly huffed into the car, still grumbling about not being green or living in a trash can. Naomi grinned and slid into the back seat.

Dion spoke again once they were moving. “Look, I know you don’t live in a trash can. I still remember the time I moved one piece of dust on your bookshelf and you nearly beheaded me for it.”

“There is no dust on my bookshelf.”

Dion shook his head and sighed. “I know! That’s my point!”

“And you know I don’t like it when you touch my books because you don’t put them back in order!” Ram shot a pointed look.

He laughed. “What order, man? They’re so mixed I can’t tell!”

Ram took a hand from the wheel and brought it to his chest, his mouth hanging open. “The betrayal! They’re in a perfectly good order, thank you very much.” He turned back. “Naomi, you’re a librarian! You tell him. I have them sorted by age group and genre. Then within genre they’re in alphabetical order. Each author’s books are organized by release date of the first book in the series.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Well, that does seem a little… excessive. But yes, that’s a perfectly fine way to organize your books.”

“Hah! She said excessive! She agrees with me!” Dion laughed, then reached over to pat his shoulder. “You know I kid. I like how organized you are.”

They rode in happy silence the rest of the way to Djoser’s house. A smile played on Naomi’s lips as she thought of her girls, even though a cloud of anxious worry loomed in the background. The landscape zoomed by, and before she knew it, she was knocking on the front door.

Little eyes peeked around the door. They lit up as Amira ran out and threw her arms around Naomi’s waist, a smile spreading across each of their faces. “Amira, sweety! I’ve missed you so much!”

The squeeze on her waist was tight, but her legs ached gently from the stooped position. She tried to stand, but the grip grew tighter. “Okay, let’s get you up.” She hefted the child up onto her waist, and she wrapped her little arms around her neck. Grinning, Naomi walked through the door.

Djoser was standing a ways down the hall, Zahra in his arms as he paced back and forth. He crooned gently, looking up with a wide smile before beckoning the nervous mother over.

His voice hushed, he never stopped pacing while he spoke. “She’s okay. I finally got her to sleep. There is a folder over there with the information we got. You’ll need to go in with that folder sometime later and verify some things on her file. I’m lucky they treated her at all, since I’m not related, but in the light of all that’s happened they let it slide this time. It was simple in the end, she just had a parasite, one that is common over there. Like, in the water and such? I don’t know. It’s in the folder.”

She nodded, putting Amira on the floor, where she still clung to her leg. “May I hold her?” Grinning, he transferred the babe to her arms. She beamed down at Zahra, and stroked down her face. Her eyes cracked open, and mouth formed into an O. Then the crying started.

Ram pursed his lips. “Well, Dad. I was going to stay and visit for a while, but—” He gestured to the wailing child. “I think I’d better get some sleep, especially if that’s coming back with us. Naomi was wondering if she could use the guest room until tomorrow.”

Djoser’s face fell. “Going back with you? I was enjoying the girls. But I understand.”

Naomi’s eyebrows shot up. “Would you mind keeping them a while longer?”

He beamed. “Absolutely not! I’d love to, if you’d let me, though I understand if not.”

“Pff, as if her parasite was your fault. You took good care of it. I’d be very grateful if you kept them until we were finished.”

Ram nodded, grimacing at the screaming child Naomi was rocking. “Well. Thanks, Dad. We’re going to head back to D’s place.”

Djoser walked his son out the door, Dion trailing uncharacteristically quietly behind him. 

Naomi moved to sit in one of the cushy black chairs in the study, still rocking Zahra. “What’s wrong, sweety?” She found the folder on the desk and began to read.

Chapter 25

 

Naomi woke the next morning, small hands running over her back. She lay quietly for a few minutes, looking out of the corner of her eyes and trying to decide whether Amira was awake or asleep before daring to move. As she reached for her phone on the nightstand, a little giggle came from the blanket-lump beside her. Smiling, Naomi quickly rolled over and attacked the girl with kisses and tickles. Giggling, squealing, and squirming, Amira beamed up at her.

After a few minutes of shenanigans, Naomi gave the poor girl’s lungs a break as she sat on the edge of the bed to check her phone. Little hands reached her waist and tried to recreate the tickling motions, and she laughed in surprise. Amira grinned and sat next to her, leaning on her arm. Naomi pulled up a translation app. What I wouldn’t give for Google translate right now. Typing her message in, she hit the speaker. It played sounds she didn’t recognize, but Amira did. Her eyes lit up and she said something Naomi didn’t understand.

Taking her hand, the little one placed a finger on her chest and the other on Naomi’s mouth. She looked down at her phone and tried to say the words on the screen. “Ahbak ya, Amira.”

The little girl shook her head, and touched Naomi’s mouth again. “Ahbak.” She pointed at her own mouth as she said it. Turning her finger to Naomi’s mouth, she stared into the woman’s eyes.

She smiled. “I love you.”

Amira nodded slowly, her face puckered in childlike determination. “I… love you.”

Naomi pulled her into a tight hug, planting kisses on her forehead. “I love you too.”

They sat still together, Naomi running her hand softly up and down Amira’s arm, holding her close as she leaned into her side, a smile across her face. After a while, she squeezed the little girl again, then stood up. “Let’s go find Zahra.”

“Zahra!” She hopped off the bed and skipped out the room. Naomi followed, making sure to walk quietly in case Djoser was still asleep. He was sitting in a chair in the study, the baby sleeping in his arms. He looked up and smiled.

“Did you stay there all night?” Naomi’s eyebrows shot up. “I told you that you could put her in bed with me when you went to bed!”

He laughed. “Don’t worry, don’t worry. I did. I just woke up a little while ago and decided to come out here and rock her. She likes that.”

Smiling, Naomi sat down in the other chair. “Have you heard anything from Ram yet?”

He shook his head. “No, nothing.”

She nodded quietly, then turned her attention elsewhere. “What’s that scepter?” His face lit up as he spoke about the artifacts in the room, answering all her questions until a knock sounded at the door.

Amira looked up from where she’d been playing with a car on the carpet and tilted her head. Naomi stood. “That’s probably them. Thank you so much for keeping my babies safe, Djoser. I’ll pay you when I get back.”

He frowned and swatted the air. “This is my pleasure! I should be paying you. Now, you should go unlock the door so they can come in.”

Naomi smiled and flipped the deadbolt, then the lock on the knob. She twisted it, but jumped back as it turned and opened the second the click was audible.

“Hey. I’m supposed to take you in to the office to meet my supervisor today. But we’re running a little late.” Ram glared mockingly at Dion.

He returned the gesture with an eyeroll. “Because somebody overslept.”

“Because somebody didn’t wake me up!”

“It’s not my job to wake you up! Plus, you were sleeping so soundly.”

Ram rolled his eyes and sighed. “Anyway, we need to get going. Thanks for letting her stay here, Dad.”

“No problem, my boy. Keep her away as long as you can. I mean, come back soon.” The jovial man winked and watched as they walked towards the car, still running on the street.

Naomi slid into the back seat. “He seems very nice.”

“He is very nice.” Dion nodded with a smile. “A second father to me.”

Ram got into the driver’s side and sighed. “We don’t have time for this. She doesn’t understand the hurry—”

Naomi bit her lip and nervously glanced up into the mirror to meet his eyes. “We should have told her the truth.”

He scoffed. “What, tell her that we’re chasing phoenix feathers and unicorn horns and expect her to believe us?”

She shrunk back in her seat and spoke quietly. “Well you did.”

“But I grew up in a house like that. You’ve met my dad. Everything was magical! We studied Egypt, their magical occurrences and discoveries, everything.” His shoulders dropped and he rested his head on the steering wheel.

“Are you sure she didn’t? That might be our best chance right now.”

Dion reached over and placed a hand on his shoulder, gently squeezing. “She might have a point.”

Ram growled and batted his hand away. “But it’s my job! If this goes wrong, it’s me who loses my job!”

He nodded slowly. “But if we don’t, and your supervisor keeps us too long or takes you off the case, who knows who’s going to die in the next wave? Is that a risk you’re willing to take?”

Tears ran down his face as he picked his head up and looked over. “I’ve already worked so hard to get to this point. I’ve already given so much for this job. Why should I have to choose?”

Naomi’s breath hitched. I did this. I’ve ruined so many lives, even those who didn’t die. She sobbed, making Dion whip around to see her, head in her hands with her knees pulled to her chest. She sobbed again, her words shaking nearly as much as her body. “I’m sorry… I’m so sorry… I was so stupid, so selfish—”

Dion’s eyes radiated sympathy as he looked back over his shoulder, still comforting Ram. “You didn’t know you would cause this.”

Ram narrowed his eyes at her. “You should have known. You should never play with magic.”

“I know… I know now, I’m sorry.”

Ram pursed his lips. “Tell me after I’ve lost my job.”

She shuddered and Dion sighed. “Ram, let’s just go. We’re not doing anything sitting here, and time is our problem in the first place, isn’t it?”

Grumbling, he shifted the car out of park and began to drive. The silence was heavy as lead. Naomi trembled in the backseat, her mind whirling with possible solutions intermingling with possible disasters.

They arrived at the farm in no time, and Ram parked the car in the drive again, slamming the door and stalking away immediately, towards where the plane was parked. Dion put his head in his hands and groaned. “Look, Naomi?”

She nodded, then remembered he wouldn’t see. Her voice was weak. “Yes?”

He sighed. “I know it’s not your fault. You had no idea what you would cause. But… maybe try to avoid Ram for a while?”

“Okay. I’m sorry.”

“I know. But that’s not enough for him right now. We’re all tired. And don’t lie, I can tell you’re tired, too. But he’s given up a lot to keep this job and make sure his father stays safe. You’re threatening both of those things right now.”

“I understand…”

They both climbed out of the car, and he pulled her into a hug. “Hang in there. We’ll fix it.”

She smiled, and slowly relaxed. “It’s been a while since I had a hug. Besides Amira of course.”

“I can tell.” With a nervous laugh, he squeezed once more, then released her. “Now, can you grab the branch off the kitchen table? I’m going to go start the plane.”

Nodding, she turned towards the house. Moving through the door, she saw a medium-sized branch laying across the table, stripped of leaves but clearly living not long before. She grabbed it and turned, hearing the rumble of engines from the hangar not far away. That’s going to be very loud. She pulled ear plugs from her purse, smiling grimly. I knew they’d come in handy sometime. But nobody believed me! Of course, I was expecting more uses like sleeping or loud rallies.

She rolled each between her fingers, then put them in her ears as she walked towards the hangar. Climbing up into the plane, she closed the door and strapped herself into the seat, putting the stick on the floor beside her.

As they took off, the pit in her stomach grew. She pulled out her Descartes and tried to focus on the philosophy, but barely focused longer than one sentence. She fidgeted restlessly, groaning every couple minutes and checking the time on her phone.

Finally, an hour passed and they were landing. Ram emerged, a mask over his emotions. Naomi felt a catch in her chest as she flinched. That’s worse than if he’d been crying, honestly. He looked coldly into her eyes and she shuddered. “Well, come on. My director is here. She will take us to the office. Dion will fuel up the plane. If we are allowed to continue, we will get the next clue, or hopefully instructions, when we get back.

“If we are allowed? We couldn’t continue without their approval?”

“If they don’t want you to continue, they ensure that you cannot.”

Her eyes widened. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Saying nothing, he walked out, and into the airport. Closing her eyes, she braced before following. Barely able to keep track of him in the crowds, she nearly jogged to catch up.

Finally, he stopped near a middle-aged woman with impeccable posture and fierce eyes. Naomi slowed to a walk, putting her shoulders back and walking straighter. I wish I’d changed my clothes… She blinked, squeezing the thought from her mind as she smiled, coming to a stop before the woman. “Naomi Cortez.” She stuck out her hand.

The other woman took it with a smile, her grip firm. “Kae Miller.”

“It’s nice to officially meet you in person.” She smiled, and Naomi nodded once, curtly. “Shall we go somewhere we can talk?”

“That’s probably for the best.”

“Follow me.” She did, but not before sneaking a glance at Ram, who was still wearing his emotional mask, hands clasped behind his back.

She took them to a black SUV. Naomi resisted raising her eyebrows. Stereotypical much? Sliding into the back seat, Ram slid in next to her, and then kept sliding. Mrs. Miller climbed in as well. Once she shut the door, she turned to Naomi.

“So, how is the progress?”

Naomi took a deep breath and glanced at Ram before continuing. “We actually have a new theory.”

“A new theory?” She raised her eyebrows as Ram narrowed his eyes at her.

“Well, yes. Yes and no. It’s a really old concept but…” She sighed. “It was magic.”

“We know.”

Naomi jerked up to see faint amusement twinkle in her eyes. “You… what?”

“We knew all along.” She laughed once, shortly. “Did you really think I believed you? Oh, honey. The FBI knows about magic. If it really exists, did you think we wouldn’t know?”

“Oh. Well that makes this talk a lot easier.”

“Indeed. Now, before you think to lie to me again, we also know it was you. We don’t know how you did it, but you did.”

She frowned, tilting her head. “Then why haven’t you arrested me? And—”

“To be frank, we need a contact. You’re the first confirmed magic user alive in this generation, able to cast without dying or going insane. You’re a valuable resource. And yes, that’s why we got you a job at the university, too. If you’d like, you will have the option of continuing to work with us as our contact, researching in the lab without teaching.”

Naomi’s eyes were wide. “Yes please! Thank you!”

Ram was opening and closing his mouth, finally shaking his head. “So… you…”

“Yes. It was amusing to watch you try. You’re not a good liar, Ram. We know a lot more than you think.”

He sighed and leaned forward, leaning on his hands. “Just—you two sort it out. I’m done for today.”

Naomi thought better of patting his arm at the last moment. “So, Mrs. Miller, if you would be so kind, if you knew already, what was this meeting for?”

“We want to help, but what we don’t know is what exactly you did.”

“Ah. Well, you see, I really wanted to read this book. Because it was supposed to be the last in the series, and—you want me to jump to the point, don’t you.” Mrs. Miller nodded, and Naomi sighed. “I cast a spell to complete unfinished things, except I tripped and cut myself so blood got involved and it completed a lot more than what I targeted. I think Morgan said—”

“Morgan?”

“Yeah, Morgan Le Fae. We went to Camelot to find her and ask for help. Anyway, she said it completed everything over the last hundred years. Which explains my clean house.”

“That was clean?” Ram groaned. “You’re hopeless.”

Mrs. Miller raised one eyebrow at him and cleared her throat. “And the deaths. Think of it. Anything unfinished, as far back as WW2. Including the war.”

Naomi sighed. “I know. I’m trying not to think about it because I would shut down.”

“That’s fair. I know very few people with a conscience that wouldn’t. But try not to, because you seem to be the only one who knows how to fix it. Which is how, exactly?”

“I blow glitter on a piece of magical paper and it tells me what I need to find. Which sounds crazy, honestly.”

“That it does, but in light of the recent events that’s certainly a pill I can swallow. What’s next?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t think to check on our flight over here. I was a bit… nervous.”

She smiled. “I see. Well, let me know if it’s anything I can help with.”

“We will. You’ll hear from us in the next three days. That’s all the time we have left.”

Mrs. Miller sucked air through her teeth. “And a time limit too. Nasty. Well, hop to it, then! I expect to hear from you with each new clue.” She handed Naomi a business card. “See to it that you finish before the limit, will you?”

Chapter 26

 

“Can you believe that?” Ram gesticulated wildly as they walked through the airport back towards the plane. He raised his chin and made a face mocking that of his director. “We know. I mean, how long have they known? Why didn’t they tell me?”

Naomi laughed. “She was amused. She said so herself.”

“Amusement was worth my panic?”

She glanced at him from the corner of her eye and grinned. “Your panic was probably what amused her in the first place.”

“That’s just cruel.” He shook his head and walked through the door of the plane.

She followed, already pulling the glitter out of her purse. Dion was questioning Ram, who was ranting about his director’s cruelty. She took a small pile of glitter in her hand, and blew it towards the parchment.

It fell to the floor.

“Uh… guys?”

“Can you believe she knew all along? I went through all of those sleepless nights, and she just knew!”

“Guys.”

“I can’t believe the cruelty! Miller never—”

“Ram. Dion.” They both looked over to her. “I think… I think we’re done.”

Dion blinked. “Done?” His face brightened as it sunk in. “We’re done!” He whooped, clapping his hands. “Alright!”

Ram pursed his lips. “Naomi… why don’t you look happy? What’s the catch?”

“We don’t have any instructions.”

Dion’s face fell. “Oh. Well that puts a damper on things, doesn’t it.”

“Well, yeah. Just a bit. We’ve got three days to figure it out and get it done.”

Ram frowned. “Can’t you just boil it all in a cauldron or whatever?”

“No.” She rolled her eyes with a sigh. “It’s a bit more complicated than that.” Flopping into a chair, she groaned. “Why couldn’t this just be easy? Why did you have to do this to us, Morgan?”

“Morgan!” Looking up, she saw Dion, his face bright. “We can ask Morgan for instructions!”

Ram grimaced. “I’m not sure she would give them to us, to be completely honest. She seems like more of a sadist than Miller.”

“But I doubt she wants to die.” The tall man was grinning, shifting from one foot to another. “So should I get the plane started? We’re refueled and ready.”

Naomi sighed. “I’m with Ram. I doubt she’ll give us anything. But, we should try anyway. Nothing else we can really do. I’ll work on researching on the way there, just in case.”

“Why don’t you come into the cockpit with D and I once the plane is in the air. Then we can throw spaghetti at the wall and see if anything sticks, alright?”

She gave him a sidelong glance. “That’s quite the saying, there. But, it sounds fair enough to me. But can you let me know when it’s safe to walk? I’m still never sure when he’s done taking off.”

Ram laughed. “It’s an art. I’ll admit it’s easier in the cockpit.”

“Well no duh.” Her voice was dry as she fastened her seatbelt. “I’m ready when you two slowpokes are.”

They disappeared, Dion muttering about her calling them slowpokes, and Ram still muttering about the sadistic women in his life. Naomi merely smiled, then looked back at the paper in her hand and frowned. What am I supposed to do with all this? Biting her lip, she sank into thought.

She pondered it until Ram’s voice broke through her thoughts. “Hey.”

“Huh?” She looked up to see him standing in front of her. “Oh, hey.”

“You can come up front now.”

“Okay, thanks.” She unfastened the belt and stood, walking slowly to the front of the plane before sitting on the floor just inside the doorway. “So did either of you come up with anything?”

“I still say we should boil it all in a cauldron.” Ram grinned. “But uh… no. No new ideas.”

“Hmm… well I’ll research what I can. And you too. Just look up methods and stuff I guess. Throw it out if you find one and I’ll tell you if it sounds right.”

They were silent for a while as Naomi trudged through pages of information and techniques, searching everything she could find. “How about using it like a recipe? Mixing the wet and dry separately then incorporating them?” Ram sighed. “It seems like a pretty popular method.”

“No, that doesn’t sound right.” He returned to his phone with a sigh.

“Floating everything in the water?”

“No.” She bit her lip and read a few more methods, but none of them sounded like magic. Most of them sounded more like baking a cake.

After hours of research to no avail, her phone died. “I think I’m going to go take a nap while this charges. I feel awful. Thanks for helping me research.” Ram nodded silently.

As she stood from the floor, her muscles ached in protest as her joints popped. Putting her hands on the small of her back, she leaned backwards to stretch before walking out and laying down on the couch.

Her eyes flew open after what seemed like only a few minutes. I’m late! She sat straight up, heart pounding in her chest. As her breathing slowed, she frowned. Late for what? No… I’m forgetting something. But what? She bit her lip, still frowning. Standing up and pacing back and forth, she thought over what was going on. There was nothing she was late for, and all the ingredients were there. So what was it? I think… this might be anxiety! I’ve never had this before when I’m alone… But the feeling was the same as when she entered a crowd.

With a groan, she flopped into the chair and tried to focus on her breathing. Fidgeting and clinging to her phone, she buckled in as the plane started dropping. See, it’s okay. We’re almost there. Then we just have to ask Morgan for help, and she will set us on the right path. Then this will all be over! You can go home to the girls! That’s definitely worth this and you know it. But her attempts failed to lessen her anxious feelings, and her heart still beat rapidly in her chest.

Finally, the plane stopped. Throwing the belt off, she immediately began to pace, glancing at the ingredients, then at the list again. Ram appeared behind her. “Naomi! What’s wrong?”

She looked at him, her eyes threatening to spill over with tears. Taking a shuddery breath, she smiled. “No, it’s fine. I’m just anxious. It doesn’t feel like we’re done. Not really. It just doesn’t feel… right. You know?”

He sighed. “No, but I really hope you’re wrong. It’s almost night already, and we only have three days. We don’t have the time to be wrong!”

Her eyes widened. “I know. I know that, but I can’t help it! We’ll just have to ask Morgan. She’ll tell us how to do the spell, and then we’ll be done, and everything will be okay.”

“No, not okay. The cure won’t bring people back.”

“But the world won’t be ending, and I think comparatively that makes things okay.”

“Fair enough.” He turned back and sighed. “D will be out shortly, he was just checking in with the tower and asking for a refuel.”

Naomi continued pacing, turning at every tiny noise. 

Finally, he appeared, and they exited, finding the same rental agency as before. Sliding into the back seat, she closed her eyes and focused on breathing for the entirety of the trip, trying in vain to slow her heart and thoughts to a normal speed.

The car rolled to a stop, and she jumped out nearly as fast as she had jumped out of her plane seat, gasping in the chilled fresh air of the evening. “Wait, we’re already here?”

Dion smiled. “I figured we could skip the horses this time.”

“Good call.” Ram’s voice was dry. “I think we can skip horses every time from now on.”

“Oh, stop being bitter.” The taller man grinned. “What, you didn’t like riding with me?”

He pursed his lips. “I mean—”

“Did I smell? Do you not love me anymore?!” Dion dramatically threw his hand to his forehead and leaned on the car. “I knew it! I knew deep down you hated me!”

Ram sighed. “I’m just gonna go. Now. To Morgan. I’m not bothering to dig myself out of a hole you make for me, I dig enough on my own.”

Naomi smiled, but still anxiously shifted from foot to foot, now feeling a familiar pull on her chest. She set off, and the two men followed close behind her. The sky was dimming as the sun set, and Naomi was thankful for the flashlight on her phone.

As the pull grew stronger, she nearly fell to the ground. Resisting it with all her strength, she lowered herself into the hole, walking forward until it lessened. “Dion, you still have the bag with the ingredients, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I grabbed it as we walked out the plane. Why?”

“I want to do the spell here.”

Ram nodded, now in the hole as well. “That’s a good choice. She probably has all the stuff we need to do it anyway.”

Naomi frowned. “I hope so. I can’t imagine we need much more than a fire or stove or something. Anyway, let’s go.” She walked forward, towards the light at the end of the tunnel.

Finally, she reached it and turned back to face the others. “Now Ram, I’m sure you remember, but you two can’t cross this imaginary line here.”

“Why not?” Dion wrinkled his nose. “Don’t trust us?”

Ram gestured forward. “Be my guest to try. I’m not bothering with it.”

“You’re not bothering with a lot of things tonight.” He stepped forward, and was immediately thrown backwards, the air knocked from his lungs in a whoosh. “A… ha. I see.” He coughed. “Well, carry on then, Naomi.”

She took a step forward, and immediately Morgan was there, as if she appeared from thin air. “Oh, hello darling!”

“Hello, Morgan. How are you today?”

“Oh, I’m doing just fine, thank you. Now, what is it that you need?”

She pulled the paper from her purse. “See, it isn’t making instructions. We got all the ingredients, but—”

Morgan’s eyebrows flew up. “All of them? Already? Well, now that would be a surprise.”

She reached back and motioned for the bag. Dion warily gave it to her. Placing the ingredients on the table one by one, she named them. “A phoenix feather, a unicorn horn, a dragon scale, and a baku’s claw. Then we have Amihita’s mist, mercury, lancehead poison, and the blood from my hand which I obviously have. Then myrtle, mandrake, poppy, and this branch of apple tree.”

“Apple tree? Where on Earth did you get that?”

“Uh… At Dion’s farm?”

Morgan sighed. “No, you silly girl. I mean the idea! Where on Earth did you get the idea that it was supposed to be an apple tree?”

Naomi frowned. “Well, the tree of protection is an apple tree.”

“In what story? I’ve never heard of that.”

“In Narnia!”

She wrinkled her nose. “Narnia? That children’s tale? No, darling! Rowan is the tree of protection. Always has been, always will be.”

“Well your clues could be more specific.”

“Oh, no. No, that simply wouldn’t do. See, it’s much better if you have to figure out the clues. And I must say, you got quite far before getting one wrong.” She turned and fiddled with some things on the shelf for a bit, then turned back to face Naomi, holding out a sturdy wooden spoon. “Here, darling. This spoon is made of Rowan. It’s used for all kinds of healing spells, and I might add, is from my kitchenware collection. Very nice, isn’t it? I made it myself.”

“Yes, very nice. Thank you, Morgan.” Naomi pursed her lips. So she does know what the ingredients are, and she even has some of them! How much trouble could have been saved by raiding her kitchen?

“No problem, darling. Now, try that paper again.”

She got out her glitter, and blew a fraction of it onto the paper. Sure enough, words began to form. She held back a groan. “A shell of a tortoise, hollowed by sun. Got any of those in your kitchenware collection?”

“Well of course. What good magician doesn’t?”

Naomi stared, deadpan. “So uh… can we borrow it?”

“No, no, not at all. See, that would ruin the show, and I just made popcorn!”

“Wait, you’ve been watching us?”

“Indeed! Mysteries are my favorite.”

“But you already know the answers! How is that even fun!”

Morgan grinned widely. “That’s the best part, darling! The suspense! How will they figure it out? Will this search bring the right results?”

She was less than thrilled. “So, the world can burn, because you made popcorn.”

“Well, yes. I won’t burn. And neither did my popcorn! It’s a good batch, and I daresay it’s getting a little cold, so I must ask you to be on your way!”

“You already knew about the branch! We wasted so much time coming here for an answer you could have given us hours ago!”

“I wouldn’t say wasted, darling! You got to see me!”

Naomi forced a smile. “My pleasure.” She stepped towards the table, repacking the bag and counting the items as she did. “Thank you Morgan.” With that, she turned on her heel and stalked out as calmly as she could, the two men following behind her.

Chapter 27

 

Naomi growled while stalking towards the car, no longer trying to control her gait and using her phone to light the way. “Can you believe that witch?” She spat the words, nose wrinkled as she glared over her shoulder. “That’s right Morgan! I mean you. Having fun yet?”

The two men exchanged a glance. Dion stepped forward, placing one hand gently on her shoulder. His voice was soothing. “Now, Naomi, I don’t think—”

“I knew I should have gone to Merlin. What good magician doesn’t? Oh, that would ruin the show! I made popcorn!” She smiled and moved her hands mockingly similarly to Morgan.

He sucked air between his teeth. “Naomi—”

“She has the ingredients! And the instructions! She could save the world right now, but she just doesn’t care, okay? And that bugs me. Look, I might joke around like I don’t care, but I think we’re all clear that humor is my way of coping. But she’s just cold!”

“Naomi please, insulting her is not the best way of doing things.” He spoke quickly, trying to get the words out before she could interrupt again.

“But she—”

“No, listen. She’s still done a lot to help. She gave us the cure, even if it was a very inconvenient one.”

She sighed. “Fine. That’s true I guess.”

“And I don’t think insulting her will help us. It might actually make things harder. You know? It certainly isn’t going to help.”

Nodding quietly, she sighed again. “Fine. Okay. I’ll stop insulting her. I’m just… salty.”

Squeezing her shoulder, he let go so she could walk once more. “I understand that. But let’s just do what we can, okay?” He hung back a second and let her get ahead while Ram walked to his side.

“Well handled, man. I wouldn’t have been any better than her. In fact I’m pretty mad too about the whole thing.” He shook his head and breathed sharply through his nose. “But you’re right.”

Dion grinned. “Am I ever wrong?”

Ram narrowed his eyes. “Yes.”

“Oh, really? Name one time I’ve been wrong.”

“You told me all skittles taste the same!”

“I said name a time when I was wrong.”

“I just did!” He rolled his eyes. “You’re impossible, you know that?”

He grinned impishly. “Nah, you know I’m not.”

“Nah, you know I’m not.” Ram mocked, shoving his hands deeper into his pockets. He grumbled quietly the rest of the way to the car, just loud enough for Dion to hear.

Naomi was already on her phone, pacing beside the car and scrolling. The glow of the light on her face, she bit her lip, reading as fast as she could. Ram unlocked the car and she slipped in, not looking up once even as they took off and started to drive. After a while, she sighed and finally looked up from her screen. “Okay, it looks like we should be able to find a tortoise breeder here in the UK somewhere. I’m still looking for one.”

“But we need a shell, don’t we? I don’t want to… you know, kill the thing.” Dion’s voice was full of concern as he turned to meet her eyes.

“No, no! I don’t want to kill one either! But chances are a breeder will have a shell. At least one of them should, right?”

“I mean I’d hope not. Not if they’re keeping them right.”

“Okay, but chances are even if they’re keeping them right there are a few premature deaths, right? I’ll start making some calls when we get to the plane and I can charge my phone. For now I’ll just compile some numbers.”

Ram nodded from the driver’s seat. “D, why don’t you look for some places tortoises live naturally around here just in case.”

“Okay, I can do that. But we’re not gonna kill one.”

He sighed. “Look, D… I don’t want to kill one either. But if it comes down to kill a tortoise or let the world end—”

“Then we let the world end.” Naomi’s voice was so grave Dion couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Okay, but really. Let’s just—”

“Not think about it? Please?” She was quieter. 

Ram nodded and smiled sympathetically. “Okay. We won’t. You both ready?” 

They nodded. The car moved, and soon enough they were back at the Bristol airport, safely within the walls of the plane.

Naomi plugged in her phone and began copying a list of numbers onto a legal pad she found in a drawer. Ram looked over her shoulder. “Here, why don’t you use my phone? Yours is going to take a while to charge, it looks like.”

“Ah, yeah it’s mostly dead. If you wouldn’t mind, that’d be great. But are you sure it’s okay?”

“Well as I’ve been reminded, the fate of the world is in our hands.” His voice was dry. “I think the least I can do is lend you a cell phone for a while.”

“You do a lot more than that, but thank you.” Naomi sat down with her legal pad and sighed. This is going to be a long night.

She awoke the next morning draped over the arm of the couch, face smashed against the pad and pen ink smeared on her cheek. Blinking away the crusty feeling in her eyes, she moved her aching muscles in an attempt to get up and groaned. I have regrets.

After a couple hours placing more phone calls, Naomi groaned and sat up, rubbing her eyes. She stood and stretched, looking over to see Ram laying on Dion’s shoulder, fast asleep. “Well good morning, sleepyhead.”

“How long was I out?”

“You fell asleep around 11.”

“Ugh.” She looked down at her partially smudged but readable list of names and numbers. “Well, hopefully one of these people has a shell, because we now have two days to find probably four more things. Hopefully no more than that.”

“You know chances are there will be more, right? Every time we’ve thought we were done that paper just keeps spitting out more.”

“It’s very needy.” She glared at the paper, sitting on the counter next to the ingredients they had.

“It’s not sentient.” Ram stretched, sitting up now.

“Boy it sure seems like it is, though. Sentient and evil.” Naomi yawned, leaning backwards over her hands as they rested on the small of her back. Walking over to the counter, she picked up her phone. “Oh, Ram. Did you message your director?”

“Not yet. I figure I’ll do that once we have a lead. She can’t get us a tortoise shell any easier than we can get one ourselves.”

“Hmm. Alright. If you say so. Well, I’m going to start calling these places. Hopefully they have something we can use.” 

“Here.” Dion gestured to the pad. “Let me see that. I’ll call, too.”

Ram pulled out his computer guiltily. “I’ll join after I tell Miller what’s going on.”

Naomi smiled, handing over the list. “Thanks, guys.” She plopped down in one of the single chairs, hitting dial on the number she’d punched in.

As time went by, numbers on the list dwindled. Naomi’s head rested in her hand and her voice grew more tired, though she tried to cover it. Even Dion’s never-ending patience was beginning to wear thin. With a groan, she mindlessly punched in the next number.

Her face grew brighter as the conversation went on. After hanging up, she grinned and waited until he was done with his call, growling after hitting the red button. “Dion! I got one!”

“Really? You did?” His eyes lit up as he smiled. “That’s fantastic!”

“Finally. You’d think I was asking to kill their children how some of them reacted.”

“Well, some of them probably thought you were.” Ram grinned.

She wrinkled her nose. “Why on earth would I want to kill anything? We’ve made it this far without needing to!”

“But they don’t know that.” Dion smiled and stood. “Now, shall we go pick up the shell so we can get cracking on the next clue?”

She nodded. “It’s only ten! But, that’d be good. Hmm…” Picking up her phone, she tapped at the screen. “Okay, we need to fly to East Midlands Airport. Is that doable? It’s about an hour and a half drive from there to Lincolnshire.”

“Yep, I’ll get us to the airport. Then why don’t Ram and I go get the shell, and you stay here. As soon as we have it, you blow the glitter and get us the next clue, then start researching.”

“And if nothing comes up—”

“You find another shell in the area.” Ram’s voice was determined. “It’s a good plan. Now let’s get to it! We have to be getting these clues in good time, you know.”

“Alrighty then. But before we go, can we get some food? I’m starting to feel pretty awful.”

Dion blinked. “Oh. Oh, yeah, food is a thing. We should probably do that. I’ll run into the airport and grab something, alright? Wait, actually… Ram, could you go get it? Take my card, it’s in my wallet. I’m going to nail down directions with Naomi.”

“I’ll be right back.” 

He left quickly, leaving Dion to sit on the couch and gesture Naomi over. “Can you show me directions and give me an address?”

“Yeah, uh… Here. This is what they said.” She ripped the top page off the legal pad and handed it to him. “And it should be… here.” Handing over her phone, she gestured at the line connecting the two. “I’m not a fan, but this site does the job. I’m guessing the people who invented Google never made it. I’m just glad the other search engines did, or we’d really be up a creek without a paddle.”

“No kidding. It’s still so weird, though. We use Google for everything. Or, well, used. I wonder what other people think of all the tech problems?”

“I dunno. I guess they probably just equated it to an outage or something.” She shivered. “Ugh, imagine life without electricity. Of course, that’d be the least of our problems if we don’t get the cure before the deadline.”

“Fair enough.” He shivered. “Let’s just… not mess up.” 

As he jotted down directions on the paper, Ram burst through the door. “Well I hope everyone likes burgers, cuz that’s what we’ve got.”

“Works for me.” Naomi shrugged and took the bag she was offered. 

Dion nodded and walked to the cockpit. “I’ll take mine when we’re in the air.”

“But it’ll be cold by then!” Ram wrinkled his nose.

“And? Not exactly our biggest problem.”

“Cold fries are nasty, man!”

Dion rolled his eyes and looked back to Naomi, making a crazy sign and pointing at Ram. She laughed, buckling herself into the seat and pulling the burger from the bag. 

At the first bite she closed her eyes and sighed. Ah, the magnificent taste of grease and ketchup. She grinned and savored her food, pausing while the plane lifted into the air.

Eating the second burger and fries, she read more of her Essential Descartes. Hmm… I’m almost done with this book. I’ll have to pick up a new one at the airport when we stop, since I doubt we have time to go home, and I’m sure I’ll be in the plane a while longer.

By the time she finished, they were landing. Digging around in her purse, she managed to find a few crumpled dollar bills and some change. Good thing I never intend to clean out my purse. Biting her lip, she shrugged and stood to stretch. Ram and Dion appeared shortly.

“Hey, I’m gonna go look for a book in the airport. I’ve finished my Descartes.”

Ram raised his eyebrows. “You mean you didn’t bring all those books you packed?”

“Oh shut up.” She rolled her eyes and smiled.

Dion grabbed her arm before she got out the door. “Do you have money to buy books?” She opened her palm to show the few crumpled ones she clutched. He shook his head. “No, that won’t do. Here, take my card and get a couple.”

She raised one eyebrow. “Are you trying to flirt with me?”

He blushed deeply. “No! No. But I know my way around a nerd.” He smirked at Ram and winked at her while gesturing towards the door.

“Hey, I’m not a—”

“Oh, you are too.” Naomi rolled her eyes, then smiled. “Thank you, Dion. I’ll be right back.”

Ram shook his head. “Man, you should know better than to let a librarian loose with your card with books around.”

“It’s an airport! There can’t be that many.”

Naomi turned back with a confused look on her face. Ram sputtered. “Dude! Airport fiction is like a whole genre or something.”

Dion shrugged. “Well, then she can only carry so much.”

She laughed and headed out, hearing Ram behind her explaining the story of the suitcase of books. She grinned, barely keeping herself from bursting into giggles at the thought of it as she browsed the small stand of books in the souvenir shop. Selecting a couple, she paid and headed back. He was safe giving me his card only because I don’t know him well enough to be comfortable spending his money, but I like him well enough I don’t want to anyway. 

Back at the plane, she settled down to read as the two men headed out.

Chapter 28

 

We’ve got it.

The text came in, startling Naomi out of the fantasy world she’d been living in for the past two hours. Her stomach churned as she tapped out her reply. Okay. Getting next clue now.

She walked over to the counter and grabbed the piece of parchment. Taking a tiny fraction of the glitter she had left, she blew onto it, revealing the script once more. Groaning, she typed out the text she saw. Filled with dirt from the undead protection.

The reply came a minute later. Well at least the tortoise shell is right. Try to research it before we get there, okay? We don’t have a ton of time.

I know. She sighed, pacing back and forth. Her thoughts raced as her fingers flew over her phone’s screen for two hours as she longingly stared at her new book.

“Got anything?” 

She jumped to face Dion, who stood behind her chair. “Sorry, you startled me! But uh, I’m not sure.”

“Not sure?” Ram moved to sit on the couch, and Naomi turned sideways in the chair to see him as well.

“Yeah. So, it could be garlic dirt, because undead protection, right?”

Dion nodded. “A bit of a stretch, but sure, I can see it.”

“That’s what I thought too. A stretch. So I think it might be literal protection by the undead, not from them.”

Ram narrowed his eyes. “How on earth are we going to get vampire dirt?”

“We’re not. There’s more than one kind of undead, you know.”

Dion’s eyes lit up. “Do we get to play with mummies?”

“I think so.” Naomi nodded, grinning. “And when I looked it up, guess what? I found a culture in Papua New Guinea that mummifies their dead and believes them to protect the village. Now I’d say that’s undead protection.”

“We are not grinding up one of their mummies into dirt.” Ram was adamant, chin raised as if ready to fight. “That’s an important part of their culture. I refuse to do that.”

Naomi’s eyes were wide. “Oh, no no. I wouldn’t! Culture is important, I know that. We’re just going to ask to take some dirt from the cave they’re kept in.”

“Oh. Okay, good.” He nodded a few times. “Well. Should we go, then?”

“Oh, uh…” Naomi paused for a second. “I think you should tell Miller about this one sooner than later. She can help.”

“How’s that?” Dion frowned. “I can fly us there, then we get the stuff, right? We aren’t going into a tribal battle, are we?”

“No. Well… maybe. But just in case we might want to leave you in the plane. I don’t know. The problem is that the village is way up in the mountains and there isn’t really anything close by. We’re going to need a helicopter if we want to get there in a timely manner.”

“Ah, gotcha. Well I can ask for that. Dion, you work on getting us to Papua New Guinea, and I’ll work on sorting out a ride and translation. Naomi, you focus on what we’re going to need and how much. The tortoise shell is over on the counter.”

The two nodded and all went about their work. As the engines roared to life, Ram talked to his director and Naomi buckled into her seat, holding the shell in her lap for fear of it breaking.

“Alright.”

Naomi turned to look at him. “Did you get one?”

“Yeah, she’s going to have a translator and a helicopter pick us up at the airport. She did suggest, ah… leaving D with the plane though. Which is probably for the best in this area.”

“That’s okay. As long as it doesn’t offend him. It won’t offend him, right?”

“D? Nah, I bet he’s already worrying about it, honestly. He did ask. But anyway, you might want to get a nap now because I doubt we’re going to get much sleep if any tonight.”

“Oh. Alright, I’ll try.”

“You think getting the dirt will take that long?”

“Peacefully? Yes. I’m not sure they’ll even let us into the cave. Their culture is precious to them.”

“Mm. Alright then. And we’ve still got two other clues to get, too. And instructions from somewhere.” 

She sighed. “You’re right. We’re probably not getting much sleep on the ground.”

“Here, come sleep on the couch. Just buckle in and you won’t even have to wake up when we land.”

“I think I’d rather be woken up if it’s all the same to you. You know, uh… so I’m awake when we have to, uh—”

He grinned. “Alright, alright. I’ll wake you up. No need to break your brain making excuses.”

Nodding, she moved over and lay down on the couch to nap. She lay there thinking and didn’t even notice when her thoughts turned to dreams.

A hand shook her by the shoulder. “Naomi! Wake up!”

She jerked straight up and hit her forehead on his chin. “Oof. Sorry Ram.”

He rubbed his jaw and gingerly opened and closed his mouth a couple times. “It’s alright. I should know better than to stand over someone to wake them up. Anyway, get buckled, we’re landing.”

“Thanks.” She moved to the seat and picked the shell up off the floor, holding it as she buckled back in. With a sigh, she closed her eyes and rested a little longer as the plane landed.

As soon as the engines cut out, she was unbuckled and moving once more, changing into a fresh set of clothes and pulling her hair back in the bathroom. After using the facilities, she came out and stretched. Ram nodded once. “You ready?”

“Yeah. Don’t you want the bathroom, though?”

“No, I went before waking you up.” He gave her an odd look, then shook his head. “Anyway, let’s go. The helicopter is waiting. Miller sent me directions.” He turned to Dion. “And you, take a nap. Alright? We need you ready to fly when we get back.”

“Alright.”

Turning back to Naomi, he nodded once. She followed him out of the plane. They made their way to a helicopter and slid onto the bench seat.

“Agent Asker and Ms. Cortez.” Ram spoke with authority.

The pilot turned and grinned. “Alright! Our translator will be back in a bit, she’s just taking a—” Naomi’s glare cut him off. “She’s uh, in the bathroom.”

They sat in awkward silence until a young woman appeared. “Hello. I’m Chris and I’ll be your translator today.” 

She extended her hand warmly, and Naomi shook it. “I’m Naomi, and this is… Agent Asker. Nice to meet you.”

Smiling warmly, her brown eyes seemed to glow. “Thanks. Nice to meet you too.”

The helicopter blades began to spin, and the noise was deafening. Well, I guess I won’t get to know how she became a translator. At least not for a bit. Putting in her earplugs, she stared out the window at the ground below, watching the scenery go by. It wasn’t long before they landed, slowly dropping into a clearing.

“The village is here?” Naomi’s voice sounded almost as loud as the blades had been. She flinched as it echoed through her head. Ram tapped his ear and pointed to her. Oh, I still have my earplugs in. He took his own out, and she followed suit. “Thanks.” Much better.

“No, the village is still a little ways up the mountain.” Chris was checking her backpack. “This is as close as a chopper can get.”

“Huh. Alright. Very fortified position, I guess.” Ram nodded slowly, looking at the trees around him.

“That’d be a good thing. Tribal wars are still very common around here. Although some of them come from within the villages anyway. But still, better the enemy you know than the one you don’t.”

“Fair enough.” Naomi walked over toward a small path in the trees. “Is this the way we go?” Chris nodded with a smile. Ram narrowed his eyes in an expression of ‘how did you know that’ before shaking his head and following their guide. Naomi grinned. “I grew up near the woods. I know a path when I see one.”

Chris laughed. “Well these are much more dangerous than your woods back home, I guarantee it. Watch where you step, alright?”

“Will do.” Naomi faithfully stared at the ground, knowing she would probably fall no matter how much attention she was paying given her tendency to trip over air.

After stumbling up the side of the mountain a ways, she heard Chris gasp and run forward. Trying to keep up, she glanced around, brow furrowed, trying to see what it was that distressed her.

Then she saw it. A little doll lay on the path before her, the cloth smudged with dirt and ash. The grass wound into arms and legs was tinged with black soot, and part of a leg had been burned off altogether. It lay sprawled across the threshold The village before them was in ruins, all the houses burnt to the ground, only a few charred pieces sticking up here and there. She stepped forward, towards the threshold of what looked to have been a hut. A small doll made of grass and cloth was tucked in the corner still standing, the edges of her grass skirt singed from heat.

Looking away as tears filled her eyes, she turned back to Chris. She sat on the ground sobbing a little ways before where Naomi stood. Walking over to the young lady, she crouched down beside her, one hand stroking her back consolingly. “I’m sorry, Chris.”

A cry escaped her lips and wracked her body. “These people… they took me in…” A sob hitched in her chest, halting her words while she cried. Naomi shifted so she could hold the young lady to her chest, stroking her hair.

After a few minutes, the sobs became more spread out, and her body stopped shaking. Slowly she regained her breath enough to speak. “I was a missionary. But when I came here, they took me in like I was one of their own… They were practically family.”

“I’m so sorry… This has to be hard for you.”

She nodded slowly. “I always knew there were risks. Tribal battles can be awful. But… all of them? Gone, just like that…”

Naomi squeezed her once and stood. I did this, too. I hurt her. She turned away, swallowing hard. Do what you can to fix it. Ram moved to stand next to her. “Can you stay here with Chris? I’m going to go get the… er, sample.”

“Sure, I can do that. Be careful please?”

Nodding, she made her way towards the path that seemed to lead to a cave above the village. Stumbling up into the cave, she pulled two gallon-sized baggies from her purse and tried brushing dirt into it. This is more like dust, honestly. Finally she got one bag mostly full. That’s probably good, right? I mean it’s not like every shell is the same size, so it can’t be an exact science. Sighing, she turned and made her way back down the hill.

Chapter 29

 

Hours later, Naomi sat on the couch with her head in her hands, sobbing. Ram paced by the door to the cockpit, glancing at her and biting his lip. Dion sighed, pulling her head to his shoulder. “Look, Naomi…”

“I did this. I did this to people.”

Ram flinched. “But you’re trying to make it right.”

Dion glared as another sob wracked her body. “What Ram meant to say is that it’s not your fault.”

“No, it is. It’s all my fault, he’s right. I did something I shouldn’t have and now the world is suffering because of me. It will never be right again all because I wanted to read a book!”

“Sh, Shhhh. It’s okay, calm down.”

“It’s not okay!”

He squeezed her tightly as she sobbed, stroking her arm and making comforting noises. “Naomi.”

She sniffled. “Yes?”

“Did you mean to kill people?”

“I mean, no, but I should hav—”

“No. I asked did you mean to kill people.”

“No…”

“Then this isn’t your fault. This is an accident. Yes, you made a mistake. Congratulations! You’re human! Now please.” He held her at arm’s length and tilted up her chin to stare into her teary eyes. “Please, let’s do what we can to make it right. Okay?”

She looked down again, but he pulled her chin up once more as she spoke, his kind eyes meeting hers. She sighed. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

He grinned and handed her the paper and vial. “We’ll get through it, Naomi. We just need you to not break down.”

Smiling sheepishly, she blew. “Sorry about that… Let’s see.” She wrinkled her nose, then her eyes lit up as a beaming smile spread across her face. “Shimenawa and shide to in a circle lay, and only then begin you may. We’re… we’re done!”

“And hey! It actually told us the ingredient this time!” Ram’s face was bright. “We just have to go to Japan and—”

“Weeb.”

“Oh shut up, D. It’s helping this time.”

“The only time in history! What is it anyway?”

“Shut up. They’re those ropes and tassels tied on temples. Anyway, it has to be made by a Shinto priest, so I’m going to contact Miller and see what she can do. If we can just get there and pick it up, then we should…” He sighed.

Naomi pursed her lips. “We’re not going to make it, are we?”

Dion rubbed his temples. “It’s going to be tight. Eighteen hours flying time alone. Unless Miller can get a priest up at midnight, we’re going to have to wait about six hours after we get there.”

She sucked air through her teeth. “But we can cut it. By an hour or two, maybe. Or who knows, maybe we can do the spell in the plane?” She paused. “No, that just feels wrong. In a magical sense.”

Nodding, the tall man slipped into the cockpit. “Let’s go, then! No time to waste.”

Buckling themselves in, Naomi turned back to her book, trying to calm her pounding heart and slow her rushing thoughts. Unable to focus longer than a few sentences, she gave up and closed her eyes.

Ram put a hand on her shoulder. “Hey, you okay?”

She looked up and smiled weakly. “Yeah. Anxious is all.”

“That’s not okay, then. Don’t lie to me.”

“There’s nothing to be done about it, so why bother you with it?”

He shrugged. “Because being honest is part of being a friend?”

Her heart nearly stopped. “A… A friend?” She bit her lip as he nodded. “Well… thank you. But no, I’ll be fine. Just a lot of stress, you know?”

“Yeah. It’s stressful to me, too. If the world ends tomorrow… let’s just say I’ll have a lot of regrets. Too many.” He patted her shoulder again. “But try not to think about it, okay? Bring back the jokes.”

“I’m too far to joke, to be honest.”

“Mm. Then just try not to think about it. I’m going to go keep D company, alright? Come let me know if you want anything.”

She nodded and lay her head on the headrest, staring out the window without seeing. Sinking into the whirlwind of anxious thoughts and awful possibilities, tears ran down her face.

The plane jerked and she fell to the ground. Eyes flying open, she cried out as the breath left her lungs. Ram rushed to her side and knelt down. “Sorry, we hit some turbulence. It looks like our luck for smooth flying ran out.”

He helped her up into her seat where she buckled in, still getting her air back. “Will we… still land in time?” Biting his lip, he sighed, and she cringed. “So that’s a no, then.”

“Well, no, not necessarily. Just, it might be a bit of a stretch to get everywhere on time.”

She took in a deep, shuddery breath. “Alright.”

“Try to stay calm? Please? You’re the only one out of us that can do magic.”

“I’ll try my best…”

“Thank you.” He squeezed her shoulder, then steadied himself on the wall as the plane jolted beneath him. “I’m going to go sit down, now. Please, Naomi. Let me know if you need anything. Anything at all.”

She nodded and closed her eyes, beginning to feel bile claw it’s way up her throat. “Actually…” Her voice was raspy, almost like a whisper. “Could I ask for a bag? You know, just in case.”

A few seconds later she felt a bag press on her hands, but she dared not open her eyes. Merely nodding, she tried to keep the greasy food from earlier in her stomach. Not sure if the nausea rose from the storm inside or out, she escaped into an uneasy sleep.

She was still partially awake as the plane dropped into a rough landing hours later. Groaning, she put a hand to her mouth and gagged, still swallowing hard to keep everything in her stomach. Finally, it settled down and she felt like she was stably on the ground once again.

Uncurling from the fetal position, she unbuckled and rose carefully to her feet. Dion appeared yawning a second later, already moving towards the bed in the back. “Night guys. Wake me up when you get back, alright?”

“Will do.” Ram turned to Naomi. “Miller said due to the obscure nature of the request she couldn’t get the board to approve of the FBI directly getting involved. We’re going to have to go to a shrine and ask a priest ourself, and somehow justify it.”

She blanched more than she already was and sighed. “Alright. I’ll be thinking.” Following him out and into the airport, she nearly threw up again passing someone eating a burger as greasy as the one she’d had earlier. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to eat one again.

Ram led her out and hailed a cab using words she hadn’t figured he’d know. “You speak Japanese?” Her eyebrows rose as her jaw dropped.

He grinned. “Just a bit. I watched a lot of anime in college.”

“I gathered.” Her voice was dry but amused as they both slid into the back seat.

Ram spoke to the cab driver, and she took off into the busy streets. Naomi tried not to imagine what would happen if they crashed and what fate might befall the world if she died unable to cast the cure. I never should have dabbled. I should have listened to my mom.

They sped through traffic, finally coming to a stop before one of the gateways she vaguely knew to be a shrine because of a meme she saw once. “So we’ll find a priest here? What are we getting again?”

He swiped Dion’s card to pay the cab, and spoke to her again with a smile before sliding out. Naomi followed, closing the door behind her. He began walking along the sidewalk under the archway. “I asked her to wait for us and told her I’d pay extra if she did. We might not have the time to spare waiting for another cab to come this way.” He pointed up at the ropes hanging across the doorway of the temple. “That’s what we’re here for. Shimenawa and shide.”

“Oh. And we have to get it from a Shinto priest?”

“Yeah, they have to make them. Have you thought of any reasons we need it, yet?”

She bit her lip and pulled her phone from her pocket, glancing down at the screen. “Um… tell him we need to look at the structure. Of… rice straw? Because… the things that were touched by rice straw weren’t harmed. And we think it could be something about the uh… yeah. I don’t know. He should buy it, right?”

Ram pursed his lips and shook his head. “It’s a stretch, but for the sake of the world you better hope it works.”

She shrunk back a little. “Sorry, my brain isn’t working quite right.”

“It’s alright.” He squeezed her shoulder and smiled. “Now, let’s go find a priest.” Upon entering, he called something out. An older gentleman greeted them at the door with a smile and slight bow. The two returned the gestures.

Ram said something that sounded like a question, then the older man asked something. Ram nodded, and he disappeared. “He thinks we’re building a house. I didn’t correct him.”

“Building a house?”

“Yeah, I completely forgot, but they’re hung up at groundbreaking ceremonies.”

“Oh! Well that’s pretty cool.”

“I think so. But anyway, this priest is generous enough to make some for us quickly.”

“That’s sweet of him!”

“I know. If we live through this… I want to come back and thank him.”

“Me too. Somehow.” Naomi nodded slowly and turned to see the man come back out with thinner versions of the ropes outside.

Ram said something she presumed was thank you, and she tried to mimic the noises. The older gentleman beamed and said something back. Probably ‘you’re welcome’ but I’ll ask Ram later.

As they walked back towards the cab, Naomi checked her phone for the thousandth time. She sucked air through her teeth. “I think we can make it. If we really hurry, we might be able to make it back in time to have a half an hour left.”

They slid into the car, and Ram said something quickly to the cabbie. Frowning over the seats at him, she cocked her head slightly, confused by his jumbled speech. He tried again slower, and this time she nodded and smiled, quickly moving the car onto the road, weaving through traffic like nobody’s business.

In no time, they were back at the plane, and Ram swiped the card again, clicking and signing on the pad. “There, generous tip, and let’s go.” Naomi nearly had to jog to keep up as he walked as fast as he could.

Back in the plane, she quickly grabbed the parchment and blew the last of the glitter onto the page.

“Uh, guys?”

Ram and Dion rushed in from the back. “What is it?”

“We have a problem.” She looked up to meet their eyes as her jaw trembled, turning the paper so they could see it.

The bottom of the page remained empty.

Chapter 30

 

“What? Why!?” Ram looked between her and the paper.

Her jaw trembled more as her eyes widened and brimmed with tears. “I don’t know! I just don’t know!”

“Do we go back to Morgan?” Dion bit his lip.

“No.” Ram was stern. “She won’t help us and we don’t have the time. We need to get back to the states and try what we can to make this work there.”

“Why go there? I still think Morgan is a better bet.”

Naomi shook her head. “No, Ram’s right. We don’t have the time. We have to do what we can now, which is get back where I can research.”

“You can’t research from your phone?” Dion was pacing now, long strides taking him from the couch to the counter in not much time.

“No, not well enough. Too many bad sources. And I’m pretty sure I’ll need a fire anyway, and I doubt we can start one in here.”

Dion nodded. “Alright. You two work on it, I’m taking us off and getting us back. Ram, you have a fireplace in your apartment. And a Bunsen burner, so I think we should head there.”

Naomi’s face brightened. “That’d be great! Fireplace is perfect!”

“No. No, no, no! We’re not doing magic in my apartment.”

“Why not?” Naomi bit her lip, tilting her head at him as she buckled herself into her seat.

He wrinkled his nose, securing himself onto the couch. “Because it’s messy!”

“You’re not going to let us save the world because it might mess up your apartment?”

He sighed. “Don’t you have to do it where you cast the curse anyway? Isn’t that how these things work?”

Naomi silently mulled it over while the plane took off. The air was bumpy, still full of clouds. “Yeah, I suppose. So we’ll need to be in my basement, then.”

“Alright. So what are we going to do about the lack of instructions?”

“Well…” She sighed. “Honestly, I don’t know. I guess I’ll just have to hope I come across something between here and there that makes it clear.”

Ram nodded, then paused, tilting his head. “You know what? No.”

She drew back, one eyebrow raised. “No?”

“No. You come over here, lay down, and take a nap.”

“Um. What?”

He stood up and gestured at the couch. “I’m not kidding. Come over here, lay down, and take a nap.”

“That’s a bit counterproductive.”

“Not if you think about it. We do our best thinking while asleep. Our subconscious takes over and all that jargon. And you’re the one who knows the most about magic, so you’re the one that might have the answer in your subconscious.”

She nodded slowly. “I see where you’re coming from, but it still seems like researching would be a better use of time.”

“You said it yourself, it’s not likely you’ll find the right answers online.”

“Well, I can’t argue that.” Sighing, she stood unsteadily, the plane still jerking beneath her feet. Falling partway there, she hauled herself onto the couch with her arms. Ram fetched the weighted blanket and laid it over her, securing the seatbelt around her as well so she wouldn’t roll off. “This is horribly uncomfortable.”

“Try rolling onto your side?”

She rolled as best she could, then sighed. “Could I at least have a pillow?” He handed her one from the floor that she’d used before. Settling in, she closed her eyes.

“You good now?” A loud thud alerted her that he fell.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Go keep him company, I’ll try to sleep.” He shuffled away.

She tried quieting her thoughts, remembering all the different ways she tried to fall asleep as a child. Counting backwards from two hundred, she pulled the blanket over her head for extra darkness and sighed. Finally, she relaxed and drifted off to sleep.

She awoke with a start and let out a strangled yell, trying to sit up to no avail with the constraints. The plane jerked violently again and she gasped for breath. Yanking the blanket down, light blinded her.

A few minutes later, Ram appeared and pulled the belt and blanket off of her. “I’m so sorry Naomi! I forgot you were napping here. I shouldn’t have let you sleep through landing that way.”

She whimpered, a few tears of fear still drying on her cheeks. “It’s okay, I just… I panicked. Bad.”

He hugged her, trying to comfort her like Dion had. “Shh… it’s okay. It’ll all be okay.”

Shuddering, she pushed him away gently and stood, shaking the adrenaline out of her muscles. “Well? Let’s go. We need to get back to my apartment ASAP.” She checked her phone. “We don’t have much time. Only like an hour and a half, maybe. I’m not sure exactly when I cast it…”

“It’s fine.” He turned to the cockpit. “D! Let’s go! We gotta move, man!”

He came out, rubbing his eyes. “Alright, sorry. Just so tired.”

Naomi smiled and patted his back. “No apologies. Can you carry these?” She handed him some of the ingredients, each in their own plastic bag. She took the shell, dirt, and other ingredients, letting Ram carry the rope and stick. She looked down at the paper, mentally checking off every item, making sure it was in someone’s hand. “Alright, that’s everything. Let’s go!”

They jogged carefully to the car, not wanting to risk tripping and breaking something they didn’t have the time to replace. Putting the ingredients in the back seat, Naomi barely had room to squeeze in as the two men got in the front seat.

Ram started the car and sighed. “Okay, not a peep from either of you. Naomi, keep those things safe. I’m going to do something a little stupid.” She nodded solemnly, clutching the vial of snake venom and the tortoise shell.

He took off down the road much faster than the speed limit, leaving Naomi pressing imaginary brake pedals in the back seat. Speeding through stop signs in a way that had her anxiety screaming that they were going to die, they reached her house in record time.

Jumping out of the car, she almost felt the urge to kiss the ground. “That was awful. Please, never let me have to go through that again.”

“I hope I never have to do that again.” Ram grumbled. “Try not to end the world on a timer next time, okay?”

“Hah. Yeah, sure thing. Like there will be a next time.”

Dion patted her shoulder and began walking towards the door. “You work for the FBI now. There will be a next time. That is, assuming we save it this time. So let’s go, shall we?”

“Indeed…” Naomi grabbed the supplies and entered through the front door with a sigh. Home. Kicking her shoes off, she made her way to the basement, the two men following in tow. 

Ram wrinkled his nose, running his hand over the table. “So much dust.” He groaned. “My apartment is going to be filthy!”

Dion rolled his eyes. “Ram, seriously? Not a problem right now.”

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, she flipped the switch and artificial light filled the room. “Alright, we’re going to have to move the table, I think, to make room for the spell. This is a much bigger one than the spell I did.”

Dion and Ram took one side of the table each, and she took the third. “We’re gonna go towards the window, alright? Just slide it, the floor’s real wood.”

“On three. One, two… three.” Dion grunted as he shoved the heavy mahogany table towards Ram. “Oi, this is a solid piece.”

“Indeed. Victorian. The library gave it to me, they were just going to throw it away. All it needed was some new stain.”

Ram patted the top, out of breath. “Well it’s a good piece. I’m surprised they were going to toss it.”

“Same. Anyway, let’s get these shimenawa and shide set up in a circle on the floor over there.” Naomi set her ingredients down on the table and the others followed suit. Ram lay out the rope, and Naomi dragged it so the two ends met, then tied it there. She took the ornamental shide and moved them all so they were facing towards the middle of the circle. “There. That feels right.”

Ram handed her the shell and the baggie of dirt. “Now these, right?”

She nodded, opening the bag and dumping the contents into the shell. “Okay, now bring me the paper. I’m just gonna wing it.”

“Why don’t you try glitter again?” Dion’s voice rose. “We don’t want to mess this up.”

“I used it all earlier.”

Ram raised his eyebrows. “You don’t have any glitter in your whole house?”

“Oh!” Her face lit up. “I do!” She moved, but hit a wall where the shimenawa were.

“Where is it?” Ram pursed his lips.

“Uh, look on the craft table. It should be out.”

He ran up the stairs. Every second ticked by miserably slowly as Naomi shifted and paced within the circle. “Is this how cows feel?”

Dion smiled. “Probably worse. You’re not going to grow up to be a steak.”

“You know, there are worse goals in life. At least they taste good.”

“Not a vegetarian, I take it.”

“Far from—”

“Where is the crafts table?” Ram’s voice called down the stairs.

“It’s in the room to the left of the bathroom, has the sewing machine on it and fabric all over.”

His footsteps moved away from the top of the stairs. He paused, then came back. “Naomi? There is no table with fabric.”

“Ugh! I forgot, this curse cleaned my house. I have no idea where anything is, it’s all put away!”

“Where do you think it might be?”

She sighed, rubbing her temples. “If you can find glitter glue, it’ll be there. Probably not far from the markers. In a basket, probably?”

“It’s been out so long you don’t even know where ‘put away’ is?!”

“Just go look, would you?”

He grumbled but she couldn’t make it out over the distance. Looking over at Dion, she sighed. “Can you get all the ingredients out of the bags please? We’re going to have to go fast, I can tell we’re running out of time. My whole gut feels wrong.”

Setting them up on the edge of the table she could see, he tried to put them in some semblance of order. Finally, Ram returned, shoving a container of glitter into her hand. “Here. I just started dumping things til I found it. I’d apologize, but it probably feels more like home to you now.”

“Oh, shut up.” She took some glitter in her hand and blew it onto the paper. Sure enough, a recipe formed at the bottom.

Ram watched over her shoulder, one eyebrow raised. “That looks like a secret recipe for meatloaf or something.”

She turned and frowned. “What meatloaf have you been eating?” Looking back to the list, she read through it fully. “Okay, this is going to sound weird, but I need you to bring me something flammable, and a lighter.”

“Like what?” Dion looked around. “All you have is books.”

“No!” Naomi glared at him. “No books will be burned in this house. Ever.”

“Well we don’t have much of a choice!”

She narrowed her eyes and looked around. “There’s always a choice. Hmm… Oh! Go upstairs and look in the kitchen. Under the table should be a pile of cardboard boxes. Bring all of them, and the electric kettle from the counter. Hurry!”

Both men took off up the stairs. Dion came back first with the kettle and one box. “Okay, get the water boiling in the kettle. That much water should only take like five minutes or so. Just get it going! We don’t have much time, I can feel it.”

Ram came down the stairs a second later with the rest of the boxes. Naomi reached for them. “I need those, please.” She piled them in the center of the circle, ripping them so they formed a neat pile.

Dion called from the other side of the room. “Okay, it’s boiling!”

She hastily looked down at the list. “Okay, uh, Ram! Quick, go get a big pot from the kitchen, and the mortar and pestle. It should be by the herbs. Dion, add the snake venom and try not to breathe.”

Ram bit his lip. “Be careful, D. Don’t die on me, okay?”

“There are bigger problems than me right now, Ram. Go.”

As soon as he was on the stairs, Dion looked over at Naomi. “This is going to kill me, isn’t it? Breathing in these fumes.”

A tear escaped her eye as she nodded, lips pursed. He nodded once, then unstoppered the vial and poured it in. Ram came rushing down a second later. “Here’s—”

“Myrtle leaves. Ground up.”

Ram pulled them from the plant and hurried to crush them. “Add them to the mixture?”

Naomi nodded, looking down even though she already knew. “Now poppy petals, same deal.”

Dion began coughing. Ram hurriedly crushed them, then rushed over. “D! Stay with me!” The taller man nodded weakly and coughed again.

“Okay, now uh… mandrake! The root! Same thing! Then dump it in the pot, okay?”

Ram nodded, rushing through grinding it up and leaving large chunks. Naomi cringed. Not the biggest problem right now. Dion coughed up blood and collapsed to the floor. “No!”

She tried to rush to him, but the barrier kept her from it. Ram’s anguished sob cut through her sharper than any blade she’d ever used. “Ram… Ram I’m sorry. But you have to stay with me, just a little longer. Bring me everything over here, and a lighter. Then that’s it.”

He brought the supplies to her, then knelt next to Dion, tears running down his face as he cradled the man’s head to his chest. “Don’t leave me, D… Don’t. Stay just a little longer, then we can get you to a hospital…”

“Go. Take him.”

Ram turned to face her, confusion on his face. “What?”

“Go. Take my car, take him to the hospital. Not all of us need to die. At least Ram can live.

“No. I won’t leave you.”

“You’ll let Dion die?” He’ll die either way. That venom takes so little time.

He took a shuddering breath. “Thank you.” With inhuman strength, he drug Dion up the stairs as she turned back to her work. Adding the mercury, she stirred the mixture with the spoon.

Checking the notes once more, she nodded once. Using the claw, she sliced her palm open and let the blood flow into the pot. Using the rhino’s horn, she dug a furrow in the dirt to place the feather in.

She turned to her pile of boxes and took the lighter in her hand. I deserve this for what I did to the world anyway. At least I got a chance to fix it before—

Her own coughing interrupted her thoughts. Oh, no. Quickly, she lit the cardboard on fire at the bottom and set the shell on top of the mixture. Taking a step back, she took the scale in her hand and waited for the fire to spread halfway up the boxes. Minutes seemed to stretch to eternity.

Using the scale as a ladle, she spread ten scoops of the mixture onto the dirt. The smoke from the fire choked her lungs as tongues of flame licked her feet from the floorboards.

She managed ten more scoops before the pain was too much and she collapsed, barely tossing the last ladlefull in the general direction of the mixture as the world went dark around her.

One drop hit the dirt, and bright light flashed out from the fire. She smiled before letting the it consume her, taking her away to a land of brief unconsciousness to await her death.

Chapter 31

 

Naomi’s eyes seemed glued together. Slowly, she managed to crack them open. What am I doing in the basement? The sharp pang in her hand reminded her. Slowly, she looked around. To her surprise, it was not as much of a wreck as she had imagined. All the ingredients were where they had been before the blast, and the remnants of her ritual were gone. The room wasn’t reduced to ashes.

Suspiciously, she pulled herself to her feet. Upon standing, she gave herself a minute, letting her head clear and waiting for the room to stop spinning. Slowly, she shuffled forward, unimaginably stiff. Reaching the stairs, she looked up and groaned. As stiff as she was, the fifteen stairs were going to be quite a pain.

Agonizingly slowly, she made her way up, one step at a time. The slow movement frustrated her as impatience consumed her. Had the spell worked? Finally, she reached the top and looked around. Ahh. This is home, my perfect, lived-in mess. Everything was in its place, piled on the floor where she could find it.

Hastily, she pulled her phone from her pocket. Good. Google is here again. And the Queen is alive, the President is alive... Everybody is alive! We did it! But… how are they going to explain this to everybody?

She shrugged and grinned. Not my problem. Sitting down on the couch, she opened the first book of her favorite series. Frowning, she realized something important. I never did finish reading that book.

Epilogue

 

Naomi grinned, Zahra on her hip while Amira ran ahead towards the front door that opened at her first knock. “Uncle Dion! Uncle Ram!”

Dion stooped down and picked her up, tossing her in the air before catching her and bringing her in to a hug. “Uncle Ram isn’t back from work yet, but he’s looking forward to taking you camping, that’s for sure!”

“Thanks for taking the kids again, Dion.”

“Ah, it’s no problem. We enjoy them.”

Naomi grinned. “Seriously, though! Miller keeps sending me on these assignments and I don’t want to pull them out of school every week. It’s great to have somewhere I can leave them and feel okay.”

Dion opened the door wider. “Come on in! Sit down a while, have a cookie.”

“Oh, don’t let Amira hear you say the C word.”

As if beckoned by the mention of sugar, the little girl rushed in. “Cookie? Can I have one?”

Dion grinned. “They’re in the freezer.” He put a finger to his lips and winked. “But Shh! Don’t tell your mom.”

Naomi rolled her eyes. “Grab me one, Amira? Thank you.” She took a bite. “You know, I never thought of having frozen cookies until you. Now I can’t go back.”

“You know the secrets. Now we must kill you unless you swear to secrecy.”

Naomi laughed. “I know more secrets about this country than conspirators can even think up.”

“Hey, we’re not supposed to talk about those!” Ram stood in the doorway. 

Before he could sit down, he was assaulted at the thighs. “Uncle Ram! You ready to go camping?”

He grinned down at her. “Soon, sweety. Why don’t you go play for a little bit first and let us talk to Mommy?”

“Okay. But I’m ready to go!” She rushed off into the bedroom that Dion kept lovingly stocked with toys and clothes for her.

Ram grinned after her. “Her English improves every time I see her.”

Naomi laughed dryly. “Yeah, just wait until she starts reading more. She’ll be using all the big words, I’m sure.”

Dion shook his head with a smile. “A smart c—”

“Don’t say the C word or she’ll be back in here wanting another one.”

“A smart kid.”

They sat in silence for a minute, listening to the sounds of a giggling little girl from the next room. Naomi snickered. “Have you heard the latest theory about what happened?”

Dion barely held his face straight, moving his hands in an overly grand gesture. “Aliens.”

“I know, crazy, isn’t it?” Naomi smiled, looking down at the ring she was twisting on her finger. “But, those of us who know… We got a second chance. To make things right, and live without regrets.”

Ram smiled at Dion across the table. “Yeah. Yeah we did.”
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