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CHAPTER ONE

A Place Like Home
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Colin Jacoby did not hear the morning birds chirping. 

He did not feel the black fly tickling his arm, or the cool morning breeze blowing through his wavy, bowl-cut hair. 

More importantly, however, is what he did not hear approaching. 

A fallen tree branch just a few feet away, snapped under stalking footsteps. 

Colin’s head jerked up. His book slipped from his hands falling onto the muddy ground as the color drained from his face. 

There was no escape. 

Toady number one blocked him from the right, while toady number two blocked the left, leaving the head bully blocking the pathway in front. A sheer granite rock towered behind Colin. 

“Hi –hi guys,” he stammered, putting on a fake smile. “I see you’re all camping here again this summer, too.” 

“Lucky us,” snarled the head bully bitterly. “Only thing good about it is gettin’ to pound on little kids like you.” 

Colin couldn’t decide whether he was more upset over the impending humiliation, or at being called a little kid. He was nearly thirteen for goodness’ sake! 

“If you recall,” he began, hoping to distract them, “I believe I am actually older than the three of you.” He laughed nervously after he had said it. 

The head bully was easily a foot taller and wider than Colin. The bully’s face boiled with rage as he furiously strode toward Colin, pushing him to the muddy ground. 

His two toadies pointed and shrieked with laughter. 

Colin, defeated, prepared for whatever was to come next: a mouthful of mud, a wedgie, or maybe this time, a black eye. 

Then he saw it! 

The thing Colin Jacoby dreaded the most.

The silhouette of a girl dressed in black. 

“Not her too!” He let his face fall into the mud blowing dirty bubbles of frustration. 

The girl’s voice rang out tauntingly. 

“I thought I made it clear that only I get to bully my little brother?” She stood atop a nearby tree stump, her flame red hair blowing in the breeze. 

The head bully jumped back, startled, the smug grin dropping from his face.   

“Meghan Jacoby. H-hey. We weren’t doin’ notin’.” He backed up a few steps. “He fell on his own!” The bully scurried off, his two toadies at his heels. 

Meghan jumped off her perch with a satisfied smirk. “I should have just given him two more black eyes,” she boasted. She held out her hand offering to help her brother off the ground. “You can thank me anytime, Little Bro.” 

Colin stubbornly ignored the offer and dragged himself out of the mud. He collected his mud-ruined book and walked toward home. Meghan’s longer stride easily allowed her to catch up and she sauntered alongside him. 

“Okay. Fine. Don’t thank me.” 

Colin still did not answer. 

“Nice move by the way,” she continued, ignoring his brooding demeanor. Mockingly she repeated, “I think I am actually older than you... good way to get your head bit off, Little Bro.” 

Colin stopped abruptly, clenching his teeth. “I tried to block you."

“Yeah, I sensed that. Why?” 

“Oh, I don’t know. I’m tired of having someone in my head all the time, comes to mind!” 

“You think you’re tired of it! Your head is exhausting.” 

“Then why don’t you stay out of it?”

“So, you would prefer to have a face full of mud and your underwear yanked up over your head?” 

Colin stormed away as fast as his short legs would allow him. Was there anything more humiliating than his sister coming to his rescue? The fact that she was his younger sister (yes, by only two minutes, but still younger), was definitely so. 

He silently screamed in his mind, blocking his sister from hearing him the best he could. 

Will I ever grow? 

Ever? 

I’ve been the same height for almost two years. 

Meghan is easily three inches taller than I am! And she’s a girl!

Meghan sensed her brother’s irritation. He blocked most of what he was thinking but not quite all of it. She knew why he was upset, at the same time, she wasn’t about to let him get hurt. 

He was small for his age. And often the target for bullies. More than his height though, she expected it had more to do with the fact that he was a total geek who always had a thick book in tow, like today. And more often than not, a book he’d already read at least ten times but just had to read one more time. 

As they neared their campsite, she did her best to smooth things over. “Look, Colin. We can’t help that we hear each other’s thoughts. Just try a little harder to block me out if you don’t want me to hear. I can’t stop from hearing it.” It did not have the helpful effect she hoped it would. She huffed, irritated by his severe stare. She just could not say the right thing. Ever. 

“I heard that thought,” muttered Colin. “And it’s not what you say, but how you say it.”

“How I say it? How else is there to say it?”

Colin ignored the question and stepped around her into their uncle’s travel trailer. Arnon Jacoby sat inside, tinkering on a broken toaster. His eyes widened at the sight of Colin, covered in mud, but before the words escaped his lips to ask what happened, Colin spat out, “Don’t ask!” and disappeared into the bathroom.  

“Don’t tell me those same bullies are back again?” Arnon said to Meghan when she entered a moment later. She nodded yes and sat down, helping herself to a glass of juice. 

“I wonder if I should have a talk with their parents.”  

“Yeah! If you wanna get him killed!” she scolded her uncle. 

“You’re probably right.” He rubbed the dark stubble on his chin, wrinkling his brow. How did he help Colin, without making it worse? 

“Don’t worry,” said Meghan. “I won’t let those stupid bullies go too far.” 

Arnon dropped his hand and chuckled. He wasn’t sure Meghan’s help made it any easier on Colin either. And yet he knew she was right... if he made a scene and confronted the bullies, or their parents, it would only aggravate them even more. He’d have to give it some thought before acting on anything. 

“Oh, almost forgot,” said Meghan as she uncovered a slow cooker and stirred the contents inside. “I ran into Kanda on my way to find Colin. She’s coming for breakfast.” Meghan jumped and dropped the spoon into the slow cooker as a loud buzzer went off, startling her.  

“I thought for sure I had fixed that,” exclaimed Arnon. 

Meghan raced into the hallway opening the door to the dryer, instantly returning quiet to the trailer. “Well, it’s at least drying now,” she yelled, grabbing the clothes. She threw the laundry on the kitchen table and deftly folded each item, except for her own. She put away her uncle’s and her brother’s, but when it came to her own she simply threw them on the floor, on top of another pile from a previous load.

Colin, fresh from showering, appeared in their shared room. He ignored Meghan, sulking his way to his dresser. 

Each twin had a tall bunk bed with a desk, chair, and dresser underneath. At the foot of each bed shoved into a small shelf, was a TV and DVD player. Colin had added another shelf, alongside the trailer’s wall, to hold his many books. Almost every one of them fantasy themed. 

Colin unhooked a curtain, which dropped and divided the room, allowing him privacy while dressing. A few minutes later, he pulled the curtain back, hooked it to the wall and started up his laptop to listen to some music. While waiting, he plugged in his ear buds. Before he could hit play, his sister sucked in a deep gasp, holding it. 

“What?” he asked, annoyed and not yet in the mood to speak to her. He heard the thought before she could say it. “Did you lose the locket?” His mood changed immediately to concern. 

Meghan pushed against her chest through her sweater, exhaling in relief.

“Still there,” she breathed out. Meghan always wore the locket, for safekeeping. However, neither twin would have wanted to lose it as it had once belonged to their mother. The locket was the only possession of hers they still owned. 

Two vines, one colored black and the other gold, covered the outside of the locket, twisting around each other like a snake. The most confusing part. though, was that the vines had actual sharp, piercing thorns, which, when Meghan bent or moved just right, would pinch her skin. Over time, the occasional prick of the thorns had become a comfort to her, a positive affirmation that it was still securely hanging around her neck. 

Colin turned his attention back to his laptop but again found his thoughts interrupted. “What now?” 

“Can’t find my black jacket. Need to sew a button back on.” 

“How can you find anything? It’s all in a pile, and everything in that pile is black. Even the carpet it’s piled on is black.” He hit play, uncaring of the song or band, in attempts to block out the moans of disgust seeping into his own thoughts. After a few minutes of tearing through her side of the room, she gave up, leaving. 

A moment later, she yelled that breakfast was ready. As Colin entered the kitchen, Meghan gently pulled the earbuds out of his ears and ordered him to set the outside table.

“Why are there four plates on the counter?” he asked, instantly suspect. 

Meghan smiled, blocking her thoughts, but it took him only a second to guess. 

“Kanda’s coming. Yes!”  

Meghan knew how much Colin loved Kanda Macawi, especially the stories she told around the campfire. It would also brighten her brother’s mood. As long as she kept her mouth shut and her thoughts to herself... she hated the stories. Well, maybe hate was too strong, but it was far from her favorite thing. Kanda’s stories were more like, and the moral of this story is... Colin always saw them like a puzzle he couldn’t wait to piece together. Another reason he was a total geek. 

They often swore they could not possibly be siblings, never mind twins. Other than being able to hear each other’s thoughts, and speak to each other through their minds, they had nothing in common. They didn’t even look alike. 

Uncle Arnon grabbed the coffee and juice while Meghan brought two slow cookers full of food out to the table. An enclosed screened room protected them from the thousands of newly born mosquitoes whose only purpose was to find their next blood-filled meal. 

Footsteps approached the Jacoby campsite. Meghan, Colin, and Arnon watched eagerly as an attractive middle-aged Native American woman strode closer. She wore a thin, ankle length sweater to stave off the chilly morning air. When she arrived, Uncle Arnon held open the screen door, allowing her entrance to the mosquito-free zone; he zipped it up hastily after she stepped inside. 

“My dearest friends,” she greeted. “Back at my campground again.” After hugs all around, she demanded, “What have you done with the real Meghan Jacoby? Look at you! On the corner of thirteen and growing like a vine.” She gazed closely at Meghan’s face, zoning in on an ocean blue gem in her nose.  

“Awesome, isn’t it? Uncle Arnon got it for me as an early birthday present.”

“I thought,” started Kanda, in an I-told-you-so tone, “you were going to make her wait another year?” 

“You know Meghan,” replied Arnon. “She can be very... persuasive.” 

Meghan curtsied knowingly. 

“You will visit me later,” ordered Kanda, as Meghan rounded the table serving breakfast. “I’ve got something that will help the infection.” 

Meghan unconsciously touched the blue gem. It did hurt a little. How did Kanda always know? 

“I have to agree with the awesome part,” Kanda continued. “It matches perfectly with your eyes.” She winked mischievously and swept her attention to Colin. The boy who would also be turning thirteen soon, but who had not grown a single inch during the last year. Or two. 

“My, what a good-looking young man you’re turning into. Is it possible that you look even smarter than you did last summer?” She worded her compliment carefully.

Colin’s face lit up. Kanda always knew how to make him feel better. 

She cast a gentle smile at Arnon and grasped his hand. “I’m sorry I was not here when you arrived last night. I had business that just could not wait. I’m so happy that you’re back, Arnon. All of you. I missed you all terribly.” Her gaze stuck to Arnon as she spoke it.   

His cheeks blushed as he showed Kanda to her seat. 

Meghan’s breakfast was as usual, scrumptious. She had one slow cooker filled with pumpkin oatmeal, and the other with cinnamon bread pudding. 

In no time, their bellies were full and content. 

As they finished, a host of muffled footsteps filtered in from the entrance of Cobbscott Campground, their home for the summer. 

“What is that?” mumbled Arnon. 

A moment later, a large group of people came trudging along the camp road. 

“A full caravan,” determined their uncle with a stammer. The color drained from his face as he said it. The twins wondered why. They had camped alongside many caravans over the years traveling with their uncle. He never cared before. In fact, he had many friends and acquaintances among them as they often ran into each other during repeat visits to various campgrounds and towns along their travel route.  

Kanda jumped up to greet the new arrivals. “My business that just couldn’t wait,” she explained to Arnon poignantly. “I must go, but I’ll be back soon.” 

Arnon heard her, but only barely. He stepped back towards the trailer, watching from the shadows as the procession marched by. The twins ignored his odd behavior, enamored with the people walking by. These travelers were not what they expected. Different from any they’d met during previous travels with their uncle. 

They were on foot, for one thing. Each carrying packages or overstuffed suitcases. A few even carried large travel trunks, a person holding on to each end. Strangely, it didn’t seem to take much effort even though they looked extremely heavy. 

And they dressed as though about to hit the town or go out to dinner. Very formal. And stylish. And considering they were on foot, their shoes were clean, new looking even. Some men wore polished winged tips, with shirts that were bright and crisp. Some donned tweed jackets and caps. Or thin sports jackets. Many of the women wore similarly styled jackets that were shapely and of various lengths and thicknesses, covering up whatever clothing they were wearing underneath. In some ways, it almost looked like they’d stepped out of different time. 

The twins shuddered. Except for that guy... they both thought at the same time. 

He stood out near the back of the crowd. Tall. Stern. Spiky, colorful hair. Black tattoos that slithered out of his hairline, down his neck. And a ridiculously boisterous overcoat that was far too thick for the warm weather of early summer. 

A family of four lagged behind. 

The father shook his head and grumbled at his son, who apologized for dropping something. The twins guessed it was his suitcase, which he was holding together with both hands as clothes seeped out of its barely held together sides.

The mother and daughter rushed to keep up. They were kindly encouraging a rather grizzled looking older man to hurry. He had a wistful smile on his face and trudged along behind them. 

“Cornell...” it slipped across Arnon’s lips in a barely audible whisper. He had a hard time taking his eyes off the old man, but the twins didn’t notice. They were too busy watching the young man and his popping at the seam’s suitcase. 

He looked to be around the twins’ age. A tall, scrawny looking young man with shoulder length stringy hair that hid much of his face. But as he turned to speed up and join the rest of the group his gaze caught each of the twin’s own—for the briefest of moments. 

One of those fleeting glances that somehow lasted only a second but also an eternity, as the depths of the young man’s soul lingered in that fleeting glance long after his gaze was gone. Like it left a sad and haunted imprint on their hearts. 

Arnon dropped his gaze as Kanda met the travelers on the road and greeted them. She walked with them down the road, showing them to their campsites. 

“It makes sense now,” blurted Meghan, unexpectedly.  

“What makes sense now?” asked Arnon absentmindedly. 

“Why those caravans are always parked in the campground. They must leave them here, to use when they return.” Except for all their summers spent in this campground, they’d never once seen them in use. And this place closed down completely November through April. Perhaps they always came late summer or early fall, after they and their uncle had left. 

Arnon nodded weakly in her assessment. He fell back a bit, almost stumbling over the trailer steps. Even in the shadows of the trailer, the twins noted a sickly color replacing his normal healthy tan. 

“You all right, Uncle Arnon?” asked Meghan. He looks like he is going to be sick she thought.

Or, like he has seen a ghost added Colin, in his own mind. Meghan heard and silently agreed. 

“Yes. Yes I’m fine,” Arnon stammered. “You two... go... clean up breakfast. I’m going to wait for Kanda to return.” His tone indicated it would be a private conversation. 

They didn’t argue. But something in their uncle’s demeanor caught them as strange. A sudden whiff of something serious he didn’t want them to know or worry about. Which of course had the opposite effect and made them worry at once. 

Regardless, they gathered dishes and leftover food, heading inside the trailer. Once in, Meghan washed the dishes while Colin dried. Halfway through, and in unison, the twins shuddered as an eerie tingle crawled down their spines. It brought them out of their silent stupor over their uncle’s unusual behavior. 

“Was that your creepy feeling or mine?” asked Colin.

“We felt it at the same time,” said Meghan. “Bad omen if you ask me.” 

Colin hated when Meghan said things like that. They had a bizarre way of coming true. 

They tried to shake off the ominous feeling and finish with the cleanup, all the while keeping an eye on their uncle who still sat on the step, appearing now to be in deep concentration. They heard Kanda’s voice call out to him and he walked methodically, meeting her in the middle of the now empty roadway.

The twins were curious about their uncle’s strange reaction to the caravan and strained their ears to hear the conversation but heard nothing but unintelligible echoes.

“I did not wish to worry you, Arnon,” began Kanda with a sigh. “I was afraid if I told you this was the summer... oh, honestly, Arnon, I was half afraid you would take the twins and disappear.” 

Instinct did tell him to grab his two young traveling companions and run far away, but he fought that instinct realizing he could not act upon it. It was not what they’d all agreed to so many years before. However, he was the one raising them and considered them like his own children. 

“You know me too well, Kanda.” His eyes wandered toward the new traveler’s campsites. “My betrayal to them I can handle. But my impending betrayal to my young companions...” he left the sentence unfinished, knowing she already understood his anguish. 

She took hold of Arnon’s hand and squeezed it firmly, forcing him to realize the truth. 

I do not need to run anymore. This thought brought him relief, followed instantly by regret for feeling that relief. 

This is the moment I have feared more than any other in my life. 

All our lives will change now. 

Is this good or bad? Are they ready? Do they have a choice? 

All Arnon’s fears came pouring out at once, forcing him to take a deep, cleansing breath to regain his composure.  

“Maybe we...” he stopped, closing his eyes. He did not dare speak his wishes aloud. 

Kanda dropped his hand gently. 

“Their path lies before them, Arnon. We cannot interfere with their destiny any longer,” she affirmed. “There is still a little time...” She did her best to allay his fears and offer comfort.  

He nodded, barely able to ignore an irrepressible desire to seize the twins and run. To hide them far away from the dangers they now faced. Dangers that would find them, eventually, no matter where he tried to hide them.

“I knew this day was coming. Even so, I’m not sure I’m ready,” he admitted. 

“None of us are,” she replied softly. “I love them like they are my own, too.”

Arnon dropped his gaze. She spoke the truth. It didn’t make it hurt any less. 

“But they are not ours...” he spoke gently, more to remind himself than anything else. 

Inside the trailer, the twins finished cleaning up and exited. They saw Kanda’s hand sliding down their uncle’s arm. 

“Do you think they like each other, Col?” 

“Sure, they like each other. Why would we come back every summer if they didn’t?”

“I mean like-like,” Meghan rephrased. “You know. Are they in love?” 

“Oh. That. Well, if they were, don’t you think Uncle Arnon would have stopped traveling around and stayed here with Kanda?”

“I can imagine a lot of things, Col. But Uncle Arnon settling down in one place is not one of them.” 

Kanda and Arnon approached. “You must all come tonight, to my fire pit,” she bid them. “I have a grand feast prepared, to welcome the summer.” 

Uncle Arnon forced his fears aside. 

He had no other choice. He was the twins’ willing caretaker and protector. But fate was knocking loudly at the door and it would not stay closed much longer. 

“We will be there, Kanda,” he replied firmly. “Besides, I know Colin is eager to hear more of your campfire stories.” 

Colin’s excitement showed as he beamed widely in agreement. 

“And I have a special one planned for tonight,” Kanda added, in a tone that sent Colin’s mind reeling with curiosity, and once again reignited Arnon’s fears for the twins’ safety.

Kanda’s mischievous eyes sparkled as her attention turned to the campground’s entrance. “And now, I think more good news.” 

The low rumbling of the approaching motorhome was unmistakable. Meghan’s heart skipped a beat. A second later Colin had guessed, too.  

“The Jendayas are here!” He ran a few steps closer, waving vigorously. Meghan ducked behind the mirror on their uncle’s station wagon, rechecking her clothes and hair. She wished there was time to apply a darker shade of eyeliner. 

Arnon rejoined Kanda and held out his hand, inviting her to lead the way. She snatched him instead and they walked arm and arm. 

The thirty-four-foot motorhome came to a slow, skidding stop. The windows rolled down and the entry door flew open. An athletic looking tall and tan boy, with crazily curly, dusty blond hair, leapt out, grinning widely. 

“Sebastien, hey,” said Colin.

“Hey, backatcha,” the athletic boy replied, patting Colin’s shoulder. Sebastien turned to hug Meghan, but she kept her distance. He blushed slightly, but did not step any closer. He opened his mouth to speak but was interrupted by his mother. 

“Don’t run off, Sebastien,” she said, in a controlled, but quiet manner. “You need to help your father.”

“I know, Mom,” he answered begrudgingly. 

He and the twins walked a short distance away so they could have their own private conversation. 

“I was beginning to think summer would never get here,” Sebastien droned. 

“It was a long year this time, wasn’t it?” agreed Colin. He continued without waiting for a reply. “There’s a large caravan in the campground. Did you see any of them on your drive in?”

“A caravan? Um... no,” he stumbled across his words, his grin faltering. 

The twins caught another whiff of something unfamiliar, their friend... caught off guard. But a moment later his grin had returned, and he acted as though everything was perfectly normal. 

“I haven’t seen them. Where are they camped? And please tell me you haven’t already gotten yourselves grounded by getting caught spying on them?”

Colin frowned at the idea. 

Meghan laughed. “No. Not yet...” she replied, her tone insinuating it was only a matter of time. “They are in the next few sites over. You know, the ones with the permanently parked wagons,” she explained knowingly.  

Sebastien’s gaze flitted toward the campsite next door. “So, they are the owners of those.” It was nearly impossible to see the site next door from the Jacoby’s though. There was a thick divider of trees and shrubs between them. 

He looked back at the twins. 

Meghan swore she caught the faintest hint of unease dissolving in his gaze. 

“Always wanted to know what those wagons looked like on the inside,” he added, a grin widening across his face. 

“I know. Right,” she agreed. “So weird, no windows you can see into.” 

Colin sighed. His sister the nosy neighbor... “I am not spying on them, so get that idea out of your head.” 

“Grow up, Little Bro. Can’t be endlessly afraid of getting caught all your life.” 

Colin scowled. “Not afraid,” he clarified. “Um, well, except that you will get us into trouble again. And I am not getting grounded this summer!” 

Meghan punched him in the arm. 

Colin winced. 

“I can see the two of you have not changed a bit,” jested their friend. Meghan forgot her tirade on Colin as blood rushed to her already flushed face, turning her cheeks even rosier. 

A voice carried over to the trio. 

“Sebastien, honey, it’s time to go,” called his mother. 

“Let’s meet up in two hours, at the secret path,” he suggested, jumping back on board the motorhome. Meghan and Colin nodded their agreement. Sebastien gave them the thumbs up, which meant one thing: summer had officially started!​
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Two hours had not seemed like a long time to wait, but after mere minutes, the twins were already bored. Meghan kept busy by turning her room upside down in attempts to locate her lost black jacket. After finally locating it, she set up her sewing kit... outside the trailer near her brother... and sewed on a new button. Colin attempted to read a book, but let his thoughts meander every few lines or so. 

“Why do you keep trying to read that book?” asked Meghan, her eyes still on her sewing project. 

“Huh?” Colin had only half heard her. 

“You’ve started it like ten times and haven’t even finished the first chapter,” Meghan said. “It obviously isn’t any good.” She cut her thread and put the needle back in her sewing kit. 

Colin put the book down. 

“I guess I keep trying because it is the only book I own that I have not finished. I’ve read everything else I own at least five times over.”

“Yeah, more like ten. I will never understand your need to read books.” 

Colin could think of a hundred different, and as equally amusing, replies, but decided it was not worth the energy to get into another argument with her. 

Meghan arose to put away her sewing kit, when a rustling in the bushes between their camp and the caravan’s, stopped her in her tracks. Colin slid his chair back a few feet, not thrilled at the prospect of something in the woods he could not see. 

“Oh, don’t be such a chicken, Col. It’s too high off the ground to be anything big.” Meghan thought she saw the shadow of something in the rustling bushes and stepped a little closer. She sensed her brother’s opinion that getting closer might not be the smartest idea. 

“I see... something,” she said softly, scrunching her eyes together in attempt to focus into the bush. “Looks like a...” she fell backwards, yelping, as a bird flew out of the shrub nearly missing a straight on collision with her face. 

Colin tried to get a close look at the bird, his curiosity getting the better of him, even over the humor of his sister’s shocked face. As it flew away, he could see a spiky blue-gray crest, a long, black, sharp looking bill and a white underbelly. Colin tried to recall such a bird from his books and wondered what it was. 

“I saw it in there,” insisted Meghan, regaining her composure. “I just couldn’t get out of the way in time.” She haughtily swiped dirt and pine needles off her skirt, gathered up her sewing supplies and pretended she was not the least bit surprised by what had happened. 

“Sis, did you see any colors other than blue or gray?” 

Meghan switched from irritated to furious at once. 

“Are you serious? I almost got my face torn off by a bird and you’re asking me if I got a look at its colors?” She abruptly stormed off, disappearing inside the travel trailer. 

“It didn’t even touch your face; you don’t have to...” he stopped and blocked her from hearing him. “Ah, why bother? She won’t listen anyway.” He wished he could keep the block in place longer, but it broke just a minute later when he grabbed his book and followed her inside. Her angry silent mumblings echoed into his mind until she finally calmed down and emerged from the bathroom, throwing her dirt covered skirt into the washer.

“Oh, wearing black again,” baited Colin, catching the slightest wink in his uncle’s eye. 

“I’ll dress the way I want to.” 

Colin followed her into their shared room. 

“I was kidding, Meghan. But even you must admit that your clothes look a lot alike. And yet it takes you forever to get dressed.”

“And that shows how much you know!” she snapped back. “My outfits are NEVER the same. That is why it takes so long. For example, and like you would notice, but I have not worn my tall black boots in days,” she argued. “And I just found this sweater yesterday. I lost it weeks ago.” 

“Well if it all looks the same to me, I’d wager it looks the same to everyone else, too.” He knew that would infuriate her. “Besides,” he continued, “I can be ready in ten minutes, tops.” 

“That’s pretty obvious,” she snorted. “Talk about wearing the same thing every day. Khaki’s, loafers, and that ridiculous vest!” 

“Ridiculous? What?” 

His sister plugged her nose, pretending an unbearable stench had entered the room. 

“I do not stink,” he sputtered, his face turning red with anger. 

“That’s enough,” broke in a stern voice. “You two need to stop arguing and learn to get along,” scolded their uncle. 

They stopped arguing, but a moment later, silently, Meghan shot a jeering thought to her brother. “Another one for Meghan. Uh, huh. I rock.”  

“I’m leaving,” called out their uncle. “Got a small job to do. Shouldn’t take long.” He pulled his camp hat low over his face. “Please try not to spend the rest of the day arguing,” he pleaded as he stepped out of the trailer. 

Arnon Jacoby was a fixer upper. He worked from camp to camp lining up jobs as they traveled. He had taken in Meghan and Colin after an accident claimed the lives of their parents at the age of two. Having always lived on the road, he made the decision to buy a larger trailer and take them along on his travels. They had never questioned why their uncle chose this lifestyle, especially since it meant they did not have to attend normal school. Although from the stories Sebastien had told them, they guessed that Uncle Arnon was right up there with being one of the strictest teachers ever. 

Meghan closed the door to their shared room, which hid a mirror, and put on her jacket with the new button. Another perfect fix! She caught a side view of Colin’s face and sighed jealously. 

“I wish I had your eyelashes. Any girl would die to have those, you know.” 

“Great...” 

“It’s the truth, Col.” 

“I realize you are trying to be nice, Sis, but really, anything I have, that a girl would die to have, can’t be a good thing.” 

She shook her head in disagreement. 

“It’s not a bad thing, Col, believe me. Girls would kill for those thick lashes of yours.” She took off the jacket tossing it back to the pile-of-black on the floor. “Well, there. Chores are done. You ready to go spy on our new neighbors?” 

“Do I have a choice?” he returned with a huff.  

“You can’t hide it from me that you’re curious,” she taunted. 

Colin sighed. 

She was right. 

Again. 

“Let’s not take all day about it. Remember Sebastien? We are supposed to meet him soon.” 

“Don’t worry, it won’t take long.” 

Colin followed her out of the trailer.  

“How many emails did you get from Sebastien over the last few months, anyway?” Colin asked daringly as he followed her. She did not answer him about the emails, but her cheeks now matched the color of her flame red hair.

One night, a few months back, Colin had accidentally discovered that Meghan had developed a crush on their shared friend. She had just finished reading an email from Sebastien and before she had fallen asleep, let slip the words, “Goodnight, Sebastien. My love.” 

Colin had laughed moronically all night long. He was not sure if he had ever seen his sister as mortified as the night he discovered she had a crush on Sebastien Jendaya. 

The twins pushed their way through the bush and tree filled divider, which separated the campsites, attempting to sneak a peek at their mysterious new neighbors. 

There was a group of men sitting around a campfire playing strange looking guitars; their fingers moved at incredible speeds, playing music that was catchy, yet soothing, almost trance-like. They looked out of place sitting around a campfire dressed in their brightly colored shirts and winged-tipped shoes and sports jackets. 

“Nothing too weird to report here,” said Meghan, losing interest. 

They lingered a minute longer when something too weird, did happen. 

Colin breathed in abruptly as he lost control of his body and could no longer move. Not even his gaze was under his control. His eyes penetrated by another pair of eyes just on the inside of the caravan’s campsite. 

“Tell me what to do!” he cried silently.

“I don’t understand what’s happening,” Meghan replied, searching his thoughts in vain for something to help her understand. 

Colin got a keen sense that someone could clearly see the two of them standing in the woods, spying. His face went white with dread as he saw the shadow of a figure get up and walk in their direction. 

“I think I’m going to be sick,” croaked Colin, trying to look away. His eyes or body would not budge. He remained frozen in place. Being caught spying was not how Colin imagined meeting his new neighbors.  

In the next moment, a shrill, screeching howl echoed overhead. Seemingly from high up in the sky. A chill raced down the twins’ spines simultaneously releasing Colin from his statue-like imprisonment. The howl bellowed down like an ominous warning and was unlike anything they’d ever heard before. 

A sense of panic infiltrated the caravan’s campsite. The music stopped and within seconds, all had disappeared inside the closest wagon. 

“How peculiar. It had to be an owl,” stammered Meghan. She saw a shadow in Colin’s mind and flicked her head upward, glancing up through the elevated pines. Nothing. 

Colin let out a nervous rush of air. “Loudest owl I’ve ever heard.” A deep chill settled in Colin’s bones. Meghan sensed it and shivered involuntarily. Colin edged closer to his sister, perplexed by what had just happened. 

The caravan’s campsite was completely deserted.

“Man. What the heck was that? I couldn’t move. I literally could not move.”

Meghan, already shaking off the strange occurrence, seized the opportunity to frighten her brother. “I’m sure it was an evil cuurrse, to puutt you under their controlll.”

“Ha ha, Sis. Very funny,” he retorted, not falling for her attempt at frightening him. “Plus, did you notice they all disappeared into one wagon?”

“Couldn’t have,” answered Meghan. “There had to be at least thirty people over there.”

“I saw it, and they did.” 

“Maybe when you weren’t looking they all climbed out the back.” 

Colin did not have time to reply. 

A gruff voice whispered angrily behind them. “What are you doing in there?” 

They both gasped and spun around. It was Uncle Arnon, who knew exactly what they were doing. They wondered if perhaps he could also read minds as he was often a little too good at knowing when they were up to trouble. 

Arnon stood with arms folded, waiting for an answer. 

Colin let Meghan handle the hard part of answering since he could do little more than tell the truth, which is not the point when caught in the act of something you know will make Uncle Arnon angry.

“We were listening to the music.” 

“What music? There’s no one outside next door.”

“They stopped playing and disappeared inside their wagons,” answered Meghan. “Or,” she continued, putting on her annoyed face, “if you want to believe the geek patrol, my little brother insists they somehow all fit themselves into one wagon, after an owl or something screeched overhead. Spooked ’em pretty bad I guess.” 

“Yeah, imagine being spooked by an owl when you’re camping in the middle of the Maine woods,” jested Colin, the entire time thinking the exact opposite. He was also sure to send Meghan a silent scowl for the little brother wisecrack.  

Uncle Arnon gawked oddly into the sky as if expecting to see something. He led the spying duo by their shoulders, back to the trailer. The twins crossed their eyes at each other, questioning their uncle’s unusual behavior. 

“I passed the Jendaya site on my way home,” he informed them. “They are not quite set up yet, so why don’t we have some lunch before you visit Sebastien.” 

Meghan pouted in obvious disappointment but begrudgingly made lunch. An hour later, long after they had finished lunch, the twins began to get the distinct impression that Uncle Arnon was stalling their departure, as he kept them busy doing piddly things around the trailer.

Finally, over another hour later, they noticed a few of the new travelers were back outside, and once Uncle Arnon had seen this, he told them they could go.

“Behave, please!” he yelled after them. “Come six o’clock, you be at Kanda’s fire pit.” 

They raced across the road and headed into the woods to their secret path (which they had created over the previous six summers), leading to Sebastien’s campsite. Halfway through, they crashed directly into him. 

“’Bout time! I was coming to find you two.” 

“Sorry, our uncle wouldn’t let us go. Besides, he told us you weren’t set up yet,” Colin said, catching his breath. 

“I told your uncle to tell you I was finishing when he passed by.” 

How strange, thought both twins in confused unison.

“We’re together now,” said Sebastien, uncaring of their uncle’s odd behavior. “Whatdyawannado?”

“I’m thirsty, how about a tonic?” suggested Meghan. “We’re almost at The Little Shop anyway, and then we can hang at the lake.” They continued down the path, which veered off in two directions; one path led to the Jendaya camp, and the second, to The Little Shop, which was in the middle of the Cobbscott Campground. 

As the trio followed the pathway, an unusual and awkward silence fell over them. Colin sensed Meghan’s nerves stopping her from talking, something he rarely had the pleasure to witness. Can she really have it this bad, over Sebastien? Colin hid the thought from his sister and decided to be nice, by breaking the silence.

“So... it must be nice that schools out?” 

“Definitely,” agreed Sebastien, glad of the break in tension. 

“What about your teams though?” Colin asked. “Don’t you miss them in the summer?” 

“I suppose a little,” admitted Sebastien. 

In an artless manner, Meghan finally spoke. “You started telling me in an email about getting to state finals.” Even as she blurted it out, she sent a silent glare to Colin that implied, don’t you dare tell him or I will... she continued seamlessly, adding, “How did that turn out?”

“Oh yeah, I guess I forgot to tell you.” He excitedly went into a story of winning the final big game of the season. After discussing school and sports, Meghan was still abnormally quiet. 

“Did you get a look at any of the caravan yet, Sebastien?” asked Colin, broaching a new subject.

“No, not yet.” 

“Apparently, they’re afraid of owls,” jested Colin. “They all ran into a wagon after one screeched.”

“A wagon?” questioned Sebastien, not missing a beat.

“I’m sure my brother was seeing things, Sebastien. There were too many to fit into one wagon.” Meghan was annoyed that Colin was still insisting on this fact.

“That is what I saw, Sis.” 

“Why don’t we go check’em out later?” suggested Sebastien, recalling how the twins’ arguments could escalate. 

“You two will have to go without me. I’m not spying anymore,” announced Colin decidedly.  

Sebastien, puzzled, asked, “Why not?”

“Something strange happened, that’s why.” 

For once, Meghan agreed. “I guess it was strange, but still, it’s not worth quitting over.” 

Sebastien waited for an explanation. 

Meghan continued. “Colin and I snuck into the woods to take a peek at the caravan, and I think someone caught us.”

Colin shuddered at the memory. “It was like someone was forcing me to stay where I was. I was frozen in place. Then they all got scared by an owl screeching and ran away.” He added, reiterating, “Into one wagon.” 

“How would any of those things be possible?” asked Sebastien. 

“No idea. But even minus that point, our uncle also caught us. So next time, we would be grounded for sure.” Colin tossed Meghan a scowl.  

“Nah,” she said, blowing him off. 

“You don’t think so, Sis?”

“Next time we won’t get caught, Little Bro.” 

Also remembering how Meghan’s use of the phrase ‘little bro’ could start a downward spiral in the conversation, Sebastien, thankful they had arrived at The Little Shop, sidetracked the twins. 

“We’re here. So, tonics all around?” 

The twins nodded yes. 

The path ended and they came into a clearing behind the tiny camp shop; three people inside would be a crowd and there were already two. 

“You wait here, I’ll grab the tonics,” Colin said, rushing inside, letting the screen door slam behind him. 

This left Meghan standing alone with Sebastien, searching her thoughts for something useful to say. What is wrong with me? I need to get this under control already.   

“Yes, you do,” a voice echoed in her head. 

“Shut up, Col. You are not helping,” she shot back into his mind. 

“Can you at least try not to be weird all summer? We wouldn’t want to scare away our only friend,” he sent back sarcastically. To his surprise, he heard her giggle nervously. 

“What’s so funny?” asked Sebastien. “Did Colin say something funny? Were you doing that talking to each other thing again?” he whispered. 

“Sorry, he tripped in the store,” she lied. 

Colin’s frown was so deep, Meghan didn’t need to see it, she could sense it. 

Sebastien was the only person they had revealed their mind-speaking ability to, seeing as how one day he figured out something was up and asked them straight out if they could hear each other.

Colin exited with three blueberry tonics, handing one each to Meghan and Sebastien. 

Without hesitation, they headed to the edge of Camp Cobbscott, to their favorite spot near the edge of the lake. They sat on an odd-shaped tree, which grew sideways rather than up-ways, and spent the afternoon lounging in the shade and wading through the cold water as if the past eight months apart had not even happened. Before they knew it, six o’clock had arrived and they headed to Kanda’s fire pit. 

​
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CHAPTER TWO

That Wasn’t an Owl
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“I can’t wait to hear Kanda’s new story tonight. I really love her stories,” said Colin in a dreamy haze. 

Meghan snorted. “You would ya geek!” 

Sebastien could not help but laugh, too.  

“You don’t like them?” Colin asked, perplexed. 

“Ah, my nerdy little brother.” 

Colin cringed at his two least favorite words. 

“It’s not that I don’t like them, per se,” she continued. “It’s just that they always have some point, some moral at the end. They’re not just stories.”

“So?” Colin replied, still not understanding.  

“I think what she’s trying to say,” said Sebastien, “is that it’s too much like learning something.”

“It’s still a story though,” defended Colin.

“Yes, it is,” she agreed. “I have to admit, there’s something about Kanda’s voice when she tells them, it makes the story seem...” Meghan paused, thinking of the right word. 

“Believable,” suggested Sebastien. 

“Yeah, believable,” she agreed. “But it is still too much like learning something, and it’s summer. I don’t want to learn anything unless I have to!” 

That’s my sister, thought Colin. Wouldn’t want to learn anything, even by accident.

“I heard that,” she snarled aloud, hurrying along to the party. 

“What did you hear?” asked Sebastien, but she did not answer. “What did I miss? Were you two using telepathy again?” 

“Sorry, Sebastien. It was nothing.” Colin ran to catch up with her, leaving Sebastien behind, looking confused. 

He shook his head and followed the twins, muttering, “I’m beginning to hate it when they do that.” 

A feast ensued with lobster and clam chowder, or as the locals put it, lobstah and chowdah, with ployes for dipping into the chowder, made by Mrs. Jendaya (she makes the best), and loads of fresh corn, potatoes roasted with butter and spices, and biscuits with molasses. For dessert, they had another summer evening favorite; blackberry dumplings, served hot with homemade vanilla ice cream. Blackberries were not in season yet, but Kanda always kept some frozen to have throughout the year. 

As the incoming night chill set in, the group huddled close to the fire, all eyes lost in the flames, sucked into the designs of the fire. 

At precisely nine o’clock, Kanda’s voice filtered through the mesmerizing flames and all eyes and ears switched to her.  Her voice seemed to mingle with the flames.

“Tonight, I tell a story about truth.” She took a calm breath and serenely began. 

“Some time ago, there existed a woman whose heart was filled with the desire for power, but the more power she attained, the more insatiable her lust became.  

Then, by chance, she discovered love, true love, without condition. It changed her, tamed her lust for power, and soon, she accepted her new love’s proposal of marriage. 

Now it was the custom of the day to marry at the rising of the sun, symbolizing the birth of a new beginning, and in the early hours of the long-awaited day, a wedding party gathered. 

Each member carried a lantern, lit brightly, illuminating their walk to a nearby cliff’s edge, where the wedding would take place. Upon arrival, the group dispersed, placing each lantern on the ground, forming a lighted path leading to the bride. The groom would arrive as the last lantern flame dimmed, which was timed to the rising of the sun. 

Finally, the moment arrived. The flame of the final lantern dissolved just as glorious beams of orange and yellow brightened the sky. However, dismay swiftly consumed the wedding party, as the sun rise finished, and the groom did not arrive. 

The bride was overwrought with worry. What misfortune had befallen her beloved? Why did he not come? 

Immediately a search party dispatched. The others too, believed he had befallen some terrible fate, for they knew he loved this woman, wholeheartedly. Hours passed with no news, when suddenly a young man shouted, ‘We found him.’ 

The bride followed them to a nearby field where a crowd huddled around a body lying on the ground. She froze, fearing the worst. 

Then, the body moved, and she rushed forward, pushing through the crowd. A few tried to stop the bride but failed. As soon as she had pushed her way through, she wished they had succeeded in stopping her. 

She collapsed, clutching her heart. 

“This cannot be,” she repeated over and over. 

The people bowed their heads in shame over the betrayal they each witnessed: the man sleeping in the arms of another woman.  

So many things had passed through the woman’s head during her beloved’s disappearance. Betrayal however, had not even once crossed her mind. 

The man stirred. He saw the woman he should have married earlier that morning and lit up like the sunrise he had missed. Then, as his head became clear, he noticed the woman next to him.

“What is this?” he questioned, pushing her away. He shook her violently, trying to wake her. “Who are you?” he questioned. 

He crawled on his knees, begging his true love’s forgiveness. Pleading for a chance to let him discover the true meaning behind this betrayal; for in his heart, still filled with love for only her, he knew that it was no power of his own that brought him into the arms of this other woman, a complete stranger. 

The woman refused any forgiveness or possibility that there was any other truth other than what her eyes could see. 

He was her beloved no more. 

Pain and bitterness surged through her veins, replacing the love she felt for this man. 

In the weeks that followed, she obsessed over the agony, falling in love had brought her. She lost all faith in love and vanquished...” as Kanda said the word, a torrent of ferocious flame erupted high into the air and then dissipated. Kanda, looking straight into the eyes of her hypnotized listeners, continued.

“truth and love from her life.” 

Kanda closed her eyes, pained by the story.

“Her old desires for power returned to her nine-fold, and she began a journey from which she could scarcely return. Her life purpose became to seek revenge on all those whom she believed had conspired to make her believe in love. 

The man, her once true love, after months of trying to prove his innocence, finally discovered that he had been poisoned and tricked into the arms of the other woman. 

By whom? He did not know. For what purpose? His heart knew the answer. Someone in want of his true love’s willingness for greed and power. Someone that knew she would never forgive him. 

Unable to bear the burden of this truth and knowing he would never have the evidence to prove his innocence, the man sent his true love a letter that simply and truthfully stated, ‘I will always love you, even beyond my end.’ He then went voluntarily into death, jumping from the very cliff on which the couple should have been wed. 

The woman, after hearing of his death and reading the letter, felt a flicker of remorse. This remorse was defeated however, as bitterness filled her shattered heart. Her truth became the final truth. The action of taking his life proved unequivocally that no other truth could exist. 

Her life continued, with hatred and greed in place of love and life.” 

Kanda paused again, this time, casting her gaze directly into the eyes of the twins, sitting side by side. 

“Truth is the only real power,” she spoke profoundly. “Truth is freedom. Not pursuing it is a life of captivity!” 

The story ended and everyone remained silent, disappearing once again into the flames of the roaring fire. After a while, Kanda arose and softly offered refills on drinks, and the small party began again to come alive.

“That was an interesting one,” said Meghan, a short while later. 

“Real happy ending,” agreed Sebastien sarcastically. 

Colin ignored them, disappearing into his own thoughts, analyzing every word of Kanda’s story. There were many holes and unanswered questions. Who had caused the real betrayal and why would they want to cause someone so much pain? Why could the man not prove himself innocent? Though filled with holes, the moral was perfectly clear: seek the truth, always.

“Hey. Hey. You listening to me, Little Bro?” Meghan interrupted his train of thought. 

“Yes, I can hear you,” he retorted.  

“I was trying to tell you that Uncle Arnon said we can stay up past curfew tonight.” 

Colin checked his watch. It was almost ten already, their normal curfew time. 

“It still feels early anyway,” he said, pleased at the news.  

Excited that the night was not yet ending, he forgot about Kanda’s story. 

“Don’t wander too far, you two,” ordered Uncle Arnon.

“Same applies to you, Sebastien,” added his father, Milo. They sat close as they could to the fire without being too close to the adults and talked the night away. 

Much later that night, as they left the fire pit, Uncle Arnon took the camp road with the Jendayas, leaving the twins and Sebastien at the entrance of the secret path behind The Little Shop. The Jendaya camp was a little closer than the Jacoby’s, so they left Sebastien at his camp and continued home. The mesmerizing music from the caravan wafted through the air as they drew closer.  

“They seem to be having a good time,” whispered Colin. “Let’s not go any closer though,” he added, not wanting a repeat of that afternoon. 

Before Meghan could answer, a screeching howl ripped through the quiet of the night. A howl that was eerily similar to the one heard earlier that day. 

It was much closer this time. Much lower to the ground. Just above the treetops. 

The haunting music faded, followed by a rush of commotion as once again they scurried into hiding. 

For a moment, Colin wanted to watch more closely and see if they all went into one wagon, as before. However, he had an equally strong desire to run and hide. 

Uncle Arnon rounded the corner of the camp road just as another screech resonated through the night sky. 

“Come on you two, time to get inside,” said their uncle, quickening his pace. 

“That was the same screech we heard earlier,” said Meghan, officially creeped out. “Must be a large owl,” she gulped. “I’ve never heard one like it before.” 

Shadows danced on the ground around them in what little moonlight streamed through the tall pine trees. Colin jumped as a shadow moved alongside him, but it was just a swaying branch. 

“Ha,” started Meghan, ready to make fun. In the next second, she froze and sucked in a quick breath. Something unseen beamed a spine-chilling quiver down her back, and into Colin’s mind. They could not escape the sensation that something unfriendly was watching them, from somewhere uncomfortably close by. 

“M-maybe we should hurry?” Colin said, trembling. He did not want to see what was responsible for such a horrific feeling. 

Uncle Arnon led them into the trailer and got them locked up for the night. ​
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Meghan’s mind raced over the events of the day. Colin sensed this and asked her what she was thinking. 

“I hate to admit it, but this whole day seems kind of strange.”

“That’s an understatement!” They pondered on the subject for a while, separately, until their uncle’s voice intruded into their thoughts. 

“Time for bed. Goodnight you two.” It was impossible not to notice his hands quivering as he closed their door. 

The twins crawled into bed, ill by the fact that Uncle Arnon was clearly spooked. 

“He’s not supposed to be scared of owls, even large ones,” Meghan stammered silently.

“It is out of character, but maybe... maybe that screeching isn’t an owl. Maybe we missed something. Remember Kanda’s story tonight? Always seek the truth, because it might not be what you first think.” 

“Was that her point? I stopped listening at the end,” she lied. 

“Yes, it was,” he said, shuddering at the thought of some creepy-crawly creature wandering around outside the trailer. 

“No. It has to be an owl,” she whispered. “I mean, what else could it be?” 

Colin shook his head. He had no better answer. 

Meghan continued. “What I want to know is why the caravan freaks out every time that screeching owl, or whatever it is, comes around? And tonight...” she hesitated. 

He knew what she was thinking of. Something hidden, something evil, had been watching them. Colin shivered, goosebumps rising on the surface of his skin. His gut told him to hide, but if he crawled any deeper into his bed covers, he would soon be sleeping at the foot of his bed.  

“That was pretty creepy,” agreed Meghan, again hating to admit that it had frightened her. Then, attempting to lessen their level of alarm, she added, “It was the middle of the night! Which is always creepy here.” 

“True,” he agreed. “However, owls don’t typically screech during the day, and the first time we heard it was this afternoon, in broad daylight,” he reminded. 

“It’s always dark in the woods. Maybe it messes with their day and night radar.” 

The conversation ended with Meghan rolling over and facing the wall. She hid her true feelings from her brother so as not to frighten him more than he already was. More so, she had a nagging feeling that the screeching howls had something to do with the inhabitants of the caravan. Come tomorrow, she was determined to find out why. 

Unbeknownst to her, Colin was having a similar hidden thought, however slightly altered. How come I have a feeling Meghan’s going to be dragging me along to spy on our new neighbors? He tried to put the thought and the day out of his mind, pulled the covers over his head, and eventually fell asleep.

Meghan found herself dreaming in no time. 

She walked through the woods hand in hand with Sebastien. It was dark, and yet not frighteningly so. He did not speak to her, just simply stared with his hypnotizing smile. 

They stopped. Staring at the ground. 

Fog rolled in all around them, hiding the pathway. 

Meghan sucked in nervously, grateful that Sebastien was with her. Getting lost in the fog was not fun. In her next breath though, she gasped, his grip releasing. His body, falling backwards into the fog. 

Did he trip? He must have. Sebastien wouldn’t have left her there all alone, on purpose. 

She called out for him but there was no answer. 

Only more fog. Thicker. Consuming the space around her. 

She spun in circles, her breaths getting heavier. Her lungs burning. Poisonous fumes threatened to steal her breath away. 

“This isn’t fog. It’s smoke!” She panted heavily searching for a way out. “It’s just a dream...” she reminded herself. One in which she felt very much awake.   

A silhouette emerged in the smoke. Meghan shouted for help. The figure was holding a handkerchief over its face. 

“Colin? Is that you?” 

It was. He grabbed her, dragging her lower to the ground hopeful of clearer air. 

“How did I get here? Am I in your dream, for real?” he asked. 

“I guess so.” Panic squeezed at her chest. This was the most life-like dream she had ever had, and now Colin was stuck in here with her. It had never happened before, them sharing a dream. Yes. It is just a dream. Just a dream. 

“Just a dream that feels quite real,” Colin choked, out loud. Even inside the dream, they could read each other’s minds. He motioned for her to follow. Surprised at his relative calmness, she crawled behind him. Soon, scorching heat replaced the smoke. It forced them to stop crawling and stand up. 

Twenty feet in front of them a tree burned, smoke billowing from the top, and to the twins’ horror, a young girl sat in one of the branches appearing unconcerned that fire was about to engulf her. 

“This is only a dream,” panted Meghan.

“Of course it is,” agreed Colin, beginning to lose his nerve. 

Meghan took a step closer, ignoring the urge to scream at the girl, and instead calmly coaxed her. “Hey, little girl, you should get down from there.”

The pale faced girl stared down at them from her perch. Her deep red, nearly black hair shifted in the fire’s wake. Her eyes never left contact with Meghan’s, but her arm raised and pointed. The twins’ gazes turned and focused on where she was pointing. A moving ball of fire blustered toward them. Meghan turned in circles searching desperately for a safe passage out of this fiery mess, but the fire and smoke were too thick. 

“What is that?” asked Colin sharply. 

“I must wake up. Please someone wake me up.” 

“Yes,” agreed Colin, “Please someone, wake you up!” He clasped her hand in his but instantly let go, covering his head instead. As if this act would somehow protect him from the ball of flame gliding closer. 

Meghan turned away.  

Colin muttered desperately, “Wake up already!” 

“Still no idea how to accomplish that feat,” she yelled back at the same time noticing that the little girl in the tree had disappeared. “Hey, look, the little girl, she’s gone.”

Her brother did not look or reply. There was a weak, half attempt at a tug on her arm. 

Meghan cast him a side-glance. His eyes were wide in a mixture of fear and shock. She held her breath and turned around to see what was frightening him, one slow step at a time. 

There in front of her, staring back through the ball of flame, was Meghan. 

It was herself in the fiery ball blazing at them. 

She froze, horrified. 

The other her, the one engulfed by flame, edged closer. She wasn’t screaming in pain. Or panicked. Her gaze was strong and determined. And heading straight for the real her and Colin. 

Meghan backed away, shaking. 

The fiery version of her got closer, lifting and extending a burning arm. 

Meghan backed away even more. “Colin,” she shouted. There was no answer. She hastily glanced around. He was gone. Or had he succumbed to the smoke? She called out again, but no answer. 

It was just her, and the on fire her, facing each other. 

The flames licked out and the real Meghan stepped back again. Her breath hitched when something blocked her path. She turned her head and saw she’d backed herself into a tree. Her hands reached behind her body searching for the rounded edges, so she could sneak around the trunk.

“Do not be afraid.”

The real Meghan peered directly into the eyes of the fiery her. It had just spoken to her. I mean I just spoke to myself... she shook her head. Whatever. Fire is still fire and I’m about to get burned. 

As if it understood her fears, the fiery version of her spoke again. “Do not be afraid. These flames will protect you.”

“Protect me from what? The only thing I need protection from is you. Oh, why can’t I wake up?” she cried out, exasperated. The flames thrashed at her skin, but to her amazement, they did not burn her. Still, she closed her eyes, waiting to feel herself burning alive in her own dream. 

When she finally dared open them, the second Meghan was gone, and she alone stood with the flames engulfing her. She stretched out her arms examining the flames licking at her skin, amazed that they did not burn. Even more confusing was that the flames felt like a protective shield that coated her entire body. 

“This is by far, the strangest dream I have ever, ever had!” 

Meghan jumped, startled, when the little girl suddenly appeared in front of her. She extended her hand to touch Meghan.

“No, you’ll hurt yourself,” she warned.  

The girl laughed, her own hand bursting into flame. 

Meghan gasped at the sight. 

“Now, I am no longer alone,” the girl said playfully. “I am sorry though,” she added, her smile suddenly forlorn. 

“Sorry?” questioned Meghan, confused. 

“For what comes next,” she whispered gravely. 

A speechless Meghan watched as flames engulfed the girls’ body, and seconds later, her silhouette dissolved into the smoke and flame, leaving Meghan alone.

She closed her eyes again, this time hearing voices in the distance, calling her. Her mind followed them and when she opened her eyes, she was awake and on the floor of her bedroom, drenched in sweat. Uncle Arnon knelt on the floor next to her, with Colin beside him looking half frightened to death. 

Meghan struggled to find her voice, asking for water. Colin ran for a glass
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