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CHAPTER 1
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The creature made a wet snuffling sound as it rolled over on the back lawn, its tongue lolling out of its mouth. It came to rest on its side, all four scaly feet pointing toward Mara as she walked up to her mother and brother. A string of slime dripped from its lips onto the grass nearby.

Mara grimaced and turned to them. “That’s not a dinosaur. That’s the giant iguana you rode into town on a couple weeks ago,” Mara said, looking at her mother. “Remember?”

“You’re saying I rode that?” Diana brought a hand to her cheek, which had lost all color. “I simply don’t remember any of it.”

“You guys went across the river again, across the Oregon City Bridge, didn’t you? I thought we agreed you would stay away from there until all your creepy-crawly friends dispersed and found new homes. They can’t follow you home if you don’t go down there.”

“They are not my friends,” Diana said deadpan. “And what am I supposed to do? Never go shopping again? What are we going to eat?”

“There’s all of Oregon City, not to mention Portland, on this side of the river, Mom. There’s nothing across the bridge that you can’t get over here.”

Mara looked around to see if any neighbors had noticed the arrival of the truck-sized reptile. It didn’t appear so. The slate-colored two-story craftsman the Lanterns called home blocked the view from the street, and the backyard was flanked by tall trees and untrimmed shrubbery, so it was unlikely anyone could see them or their visitorBesides, this neighborhood in Oregon City was quiet during the workweek. Most traffic stayed closer to the business district along the river or the shopping plazas near the main highways and interstates.

The twenty-foot-long red-and-black iguana snored quietly, a scaly semitruck in Neutral.

Mara looked at her brother, Sam. “Did you prompt it to sleep, or did it flop down out here for a nap?”

He smirked. “I prompted it to come back here and take a nap, but we need to do something with it before it wakes up. If it tries to follow Mom into the house, it’ll tear down a wall.”

“What are you grinning about?” Mara asked.

“You have to admit it’s ironic that, two weeks ago, Mom was leading this pack of reptiles across the bridge from an alternate reality, and now she’s completely freaked-out that they are following her home.”

“I am not freaked-out. Of the three of us, I think I have been the most sanguine these past two weeks. It’s the two of you who have a lot to learn and to accept about this situation.”

Mara and Sam rolled their eyes.

Diana glared at her daughter and said, “I’m not the one who’s avoiding dealing with my new reality. I’m cool with the notion that I had an alter ego from another dimension who tried to invade this realm. And I’m cool that she brought me this handsome son who doesn’t know what a banana is. You two on the other hand . . .”

“What?” Mara and Sam said simultaneously.

The iguana growled and smacked its lips. Mara and Sam jumped.

“I’m the one who’s freaked-out,” Diana said, failing to hide her own smirk. After a moment she pointed and asked, “What are you going to do about this thing? It looks like it’s getting ready to wake up.”

“We could call animal control or an exterminator,” Mara said.

“You think some guy from Orkin is going to be able to spray him and make him go away? This isn’t a mouse or a bug. Anyway I’m not comfortable spraying chemicals all over the place and needlessly killing these creatures just because they creep me out.” She nodded toward a patch of tilled dirt in the back of the yard. “Not to mention I have an organic herb garden that would cease to be organic if we start spraying toxins all over the place.”

Sam leaned down, patted the iguana’s snout and made a shushing sound. It seemed to settle into a deeper sleep. “Mara could send it back to where it came from, if you can get her to quit being a head case about her abilities,” he said.

“Shut up, Opie. You know I’m not doing that.”

Sam raised the hand that had touched the creature. It glistened as he reached for his sister’s sleeve. Mara dodged the swipe, and he laughed. “Wimp.”

“Back off, snot boy.” Mara stepped away, maneuvered so their mother stood between them.

Sam waved a hand threateningly over Diana’s shoulder.

“Sam, don’t slime your sister,” Diana said, pushing his arm down. She turned around and stared at Mara. “What does he mean, you can send it back?”

“She could use the Chronicle to return the iguana to its realm, but she’s a big wuss,” he said.

“Is that true? You can send this thing back where it came from?” Diana asked.

“Well, I’m not . . .” Mara said.

“Yes, she can do it.”

“I told you guys. I don’t want to, you know . . .”

“Mara, I understand you’re still getting used to the idea of having these abilities, but, if you can send this thing back, that probably would be best,” Diana said.

Mara glared at her brother. “I’m simply not comfortable with doing that, Mom.”

Diana looked exasperated and then her features dropped in resignation. She turned and walked toward the back door of the house and said over her shoulder, “Okay then, you guys figure out what that thing eats and work up a schedule for taking turns walking it. You have now adopted yourselves a giant lizard as a pet.”

Sam stared at his sister with wide eyes and raised eyebrows. “She doesn’t really mean that, right?”

“What did Mom feed it in your realm?” Mara asked.

“Mostly people she didn’t like,” Sam said. He leaned over the creature and pulled back its upper lip to expose a row of sharp teeth.

“Stop touching that thing, and go get the Chronicle. It’s in the top left drawer in my desk,” Mara said.

He turned and jogged toward the rear of the house. “Hey, Mom, come back! She’s gonna do it. You gotta see this. It’s very cool.”

A minute later he bolted back out the door carrying the Chronicle of Creation, a jewel-encrusted copper medallion slightly larger than his palm. He jogged up to his sister and handed it to her. “Wait for Mom, so she can see this.”

Diana stepped onto the back porch. “Do you want to be alone while you do this?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Mara said. She held up her hand with the medallion on her palm and closed her eyes.

The Chronicle floated into the air above her hand and spun, then flipped and rotated in all directions like a gyroscope. It accelerated until it was a blur and ignited in a burst of spinning blue light. A ball of glowing, swirling mercury levitated above her hand.

“Show me creation,” she said.

A translucent bubble exploded from the light, engulfing the entire backyard, its static border stopping at the edge of the porch where Diana instinctively leaned away. “Whoa!” she said.

Mara found herself feeling a little embarrassed. This was the first time she had used her metaphysical abilities in front of her mother since the incident two weeks ago at the Oregon City Bridge. It seemed like months had passed since her mother’s counterpart from an alternate reality had taken possession of her mother’s body and tried to bring her reptilian cult into this realm. While Mara had found a way to save her mother, hundreds if not thousands of serpents and other creatures had crossed over. Now they follow Diana home whenever she goes near the river.

Mara and Sam stood within the blue bubble, watching lines being drawn along its periphery. Every once in a while, a node would appear along the lines, causing them to split off into different directions. Eventually the bubble filled with lines and nodes, one of which positioned itself in front of Mara. A different one appeared between Sam and the iguana.

“Sam, I think it might be best for you to join Mom on the porch,” Mara said.

“Oh, come on! I want to watch,” he said.

“Fine, stick around. Once I tap that node, you’ll be sucked back into your own realm with your mother’s iguana.”

“Yeah, I’ll go stand on the porch,” Sam said, running through the translucent bubble to the back of the house.

“I don’t understand,” Diana said once he had arrived.

Sam pointed to the iguana. “I’m from the same realm as the lizard. When Mara opens the node, it’ll suck me back in if I’m too close.”

Mara reached over and tapped the node next to the iguana, and it burst open into a black rift in the translucent bubble that surrounded them. The black hole sucked in air, and pulled in loose leaves and debris from the backyard. Mara leaned against the wind.

“What is happening?” Diana yelled over the noise.

“Watch,” Sam said.

The iguana luminesced and spread out into a cloud of glowing mist. The pull of the rift drew the mist toward it. The creature slowly dissolved, dissipated into a stream of glowing particles flowing into the blackness.

Mara stood transfixed, watching as the scales and features of the iguana melted away until nothing remained except a depression in the grass in the shape of a large lizard.

“Mara! Sam’s dissolving!” Diana yelled from the porch.

Mara snapped from her reverie, turned toward the back of the house.

Sam stood on the porch with his hands to his own chest, a look of panic on his face. He luminesced, like the just-departed reptile, and was dissipating into a shiny cloud of particles. Some of him had already streamed across the yard toward the open dark maw within the bubble.

“Mara! Do something!” Diana yelled. “Shut it down!”

“Enough!” Mara said.

The rift collapsed, and the node reappeared, then the bubble imploded into the ball of light, and the light winked out. The copper medallion fell out of the air above Mara’s hand into her palm. She stood in the empty backyard, wide-eyed.
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Mara dashed across the yard and up the three steps to the porch. Sam had solidified but looked bug-eyed as he took inventory of his body by patting himself. Diana held him by the shoulders, did her own assessment and said, “Are you all right? Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine. I think I’m all here,” he said. “I don’t think anything dissolved, at least not permanently. No thanks to Mara.”

Mara looked relieved but said, “It was your bright idea. I told you that I didn’t want to use the Chronicle.”

Diana looked at the depression in the grass and said, “All in all I think it worked out for the best. You two get ready for dinner.”

As they turned to go inside, they heard the front doorbell chime.

* * *
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Mara crossed the wood floor, passing behind the couch that faced the fireplace,  as the doorbell rang again. She flipped the dead bolt above the doorknob. “I’m coming. I’m coming,” she said as she opened the door.

A bespeckled young blonde stood on the front porch with a smirk and an attitude. “Dude, you’re home. I was sure you would still be at that godforsaken gadget shop,” Mara’s best friend, Abby, said. She walked in without a formal invitation and flopped onto one of the armchairs next to the fireplace. “So what’s new? I haven’t talked to you in weeks.”

Mara closed the door and followed her into the living room, sitting down on the couch. “I came home a little early from work because Mom was having a minor pest control issue.”

Abby wrinkled her nose, opened her mouth to say something, when Sam walked into the room holding a banana. She turned to him and said, “And who would you be?”

“I’m Sam.” He smiled and turned to Mara. “Mom says dinner will be ready in about forty minutes and wants to know if Abby is staying. You’re Abby, right?”

“Yeah, I’m Abby,” she said. “Your mom is cooking dinner and wants to know if I’m staying?”

“Right. She wants to know how much to cook.” Sam didn’t look at Abby; he was examining the banana, turning it back and forth in his hand.

Abby turned to Mara, who sat up stiffly, mute and wide-eyed.

“What’s bugging you?” Abby said, then threw a thumb in Sam’s direction. “Who’s the kid with the banana, and why is his mom cooking us dinner?”

“He’s, um, he’s my . . .” Mara’s face turned red, and she looked up at the ceiling trying to find the words.

“Brother. I’m her brother,” Sam said. “How do you eat one of these?” He pointed the banana at Abby.

Abby stared back at him and said slowly, as if she were talking to an idiot, “You just eat it, you know? Like. A. Banana.”

Sam raised it to his nose and inhaled. “What do they taste like?”

Mara rolled her eyes and said, “Sam, just eat it!”

“You don’t have to get snippy,” he said. He stuck the end of the banana in his mouth and bit down on it. The peel split open on the side, and the inner fruit spattered his face. He shook his head back and forth until a piece broke off. He chewed and swallowed, then wiped his mouth with his free hand. “Mmm. I like the inside, but the skin is kind of tough.”

Abby stared at him with her mouth hanging open.

“Sam, why don’t you go get a towel in the kitchen,” Mara said.

He laughed and pointed the half-eaten banana at Abby. “She never answered the question.”

“What question?” Abby said.

Sam mimicked her, talking slowly. “Are. You. Staying. For. Dinner?”

Mara stood up and pushed Sam toward the kitchen. “No, she’s can’t stay . . .”

Abby waved after them. “Oh, yes I am.” She raised her voice toward the kitchen. “Yes, Mrs. Lantern, I’m staying for dinner. Thanks.”

* * *
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Diana stood at the kitchen counter, cutting vegetables for a salad, when Mara dragged Sam into the kitchen. He shook the decapitated banana at her and laughed. “Here have a bite. It’s good.”

They tussled back and forth until Sam backed into a chair at the dinette set and knocked it onto its side with a clatter. Diana turned to see Sam on the far side of the table trying to evade his sister, who slapped a wet dishcloth at him.

“What are you two doing?” Diana said.

Mara threw the damp rag, hitting Sam in the forehead, and turned to her mother. “He bit into that banana in front of Abby and then told her that he was my brother.”

“I told him that he could have it to hold him over while I was cooking. What’s the big deal?”

“He didn’t peel it first!” Mara pointed at Sam, who held up the mauled banana and shrugged.

Diana dried her hands on her apron and walked over to her son. “Sweetie, you need to take the skin off before you eat it. Look.” She took the banana and stripped away the peel and handed the remains to Sam.

“It’s like living with a feral cat,” Mara said. “I’m surprised he’s housebroken.”

Diana bent over, picked up the fallen chair and scooted it under the table. Locking eyes with her daughter, she said, “He’s your little brother. Deal with it. It’s not like you have an alternative.”

“What am I supposed to tell Abby? How are we supposed to explain that I have a brother and that you have a son who suddenly appeared out of nowhere?” Mara said, sitting down with a thud.

Sam interjected, “I already told her that I’m your brother.”

“It wouldn’t take much to convince her that you’re delusional,” Mara said, tapping her temple.

“No, we are not doing that. No lies. Sam’s a part of our family, and we’re not going to tell people otherwise. This doesn’t have to be complicated if we don’t make it so.”

Mara glared at her mother in silence, trying to think of a response. Her mother knew it and didn’t try to goad it out of her.

Sam flopped down at the table and shoved the rest of the banana into his mouth. For a few minutes the only sound in the room was his chewing.

Then Mara raised a finger and pointed at her mother. “Okay, then show me how,” Mara said.

“Show you how to what?” Diana said.

“Show me how to explain to Abby that Sam is my brother.” Mara lifted her jaw slightly as if challenging her mother.

“Okay, you’re on,” Diana said. She then lifted her own jaw and called out to the front of the house. “Abby, can you join us here in the kitchen for a minute?”

“Coming!” They felt the vibrations through the wood floor as Abby ran to the kitchen.

Diana pointed to two chairs on either side of Sam at the round dinette table. “Have a seat, and let’s talk for a minute.” Abby took one seat and Diana took another.

“Sure, Mrs. L,” Abby said, throwing a smirking glance at Mara.

“I’d like to introduce you to my son, Sam. Sam, this is Abby. She and Mara have been friends since they were little girls,” Diana said.

“Hi.” Sam grinned.

Diana continued, “I know it’s a bit of a surprise that Mara has a brother, but . . .”

“You don’t have to explain, Mrs. L. I understand,” Abby said.

“You do?” Mara said.

“Yeah, I get it,” Abby said.

“What do you get?” Mara leaned forward.

“Your mom got pregnant after she split from your dad and put the bambino up for adoption,” Abby said. “Now he’s back. You’re Mara’s half brother from a different father.”

Mara and Diana looked at each other. “Well, that’s not quite . . .” Diana said. “They have the same father.”

“Oh, I see. You got pregnant with Dr. Lantern and then split, and Sam went to live with his father in San Francisco,” Abby said.

“No, that’s not quite right either . . .” Diana said.

Sam perked up in his seat and waved a hand in front of his mother’s face. “Mom?”

Relieved for the distraction, Diana turned away from Abby’s gaze and said, “Yes, Sam?”

“I have a father?” He looked expectant, hopeful.

Mara dropped her head into her hands and said, “I’m glad you said this doesn’t have to get complicated.”

“So when do I get to meet my dad?” Sam said. “I’ve never had a father before.”

Diana went pale and looked blankly at her son. After a beat, she shook her head and said, “Sweetheart, let’s talk about that later, okay?” She turned to Abby. “Anyway, Sam’s a part of our family. The details are somewhat—”

“Complicated,” Abby said. “I understand.”

“I was going to say personal. I hope you won’t mind if I don’t go into all the details.” Diana stood up and turned to the counter to continue preparing dinner. “Why don’t you girls go hang out in the living room? Sam can stay here, and help me chop vegetables and set the table.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 3



[image: image]


Abby flung a leg over the arm of the chair she flopped into and stared across the living room. Mara took up her place on the couch and picked at her fingernails. After a few minutes of silence, Abby tapped her foot on the stone hearth of the fireplace.

Mara looked up, annoyed. “Do you have to keep doing that?”

Abby continued tapping.

“Abby, cut it out.”

“Only if you spill the beans. What’s going on?”

“Nothing is going on. We’re waiting for Mom to finish dinner, and then we are going to eat.” Mara didn’t look up from her fingers.

“With your little brother.”

“Right.”

“A little brother you didn’t have the last time I looked.”

“Right.”

“Where’d he come from? Where did he grow up?”

“I’m not really clear on all the details myself. Maybe he grew up in Arkansas or someplace like that.”

“I’m pretty sure they have bananas in Arkansas.”

“So?”

“Mara, the boy doesn’t know how to eat a banana. Even if he was raised in the jungle by natives, he’d know how to peel a banana.” Abby pulled out her phone and tapped on its screen. “Look, it says right here, bananas are the fourth most common agricultural product in the world. More than one hundred billion are eaten every year. Americans eat an average of twenty-seven pounds of bananas a year.”

“So?”

“Well, he sounds American. Who’s been eating his bananas?”

“I don’t know what to tell you.”

“Is he learning impaired or something?”

“No.”

“Well?”

“Well, what?” Mara looked up.

“Well, what’s the scoop?”

“Abby, like my mom said, this is a little personal, and we need some time to adjust. This isn’t a juicy piece of gossip from school we can just banter about.”

“Okay, I’m being too flippant. I get that. That’s me though. I’m your friend, and you should be able to confide in me. I mean, this is a big deal to keep all to yourself, don’t you think?”

“There’s been a lot going on lately. I’m not trying to shut you out. I haven’t really had enough time to figure out what I think, much less share it with someone else.”

Sam walked into the living room. “Dinner’s ready, you guys.”

“That was fast,” Abby said.

“Mom switched to soup and salad. She said she wasn’t up to dealing with a big entrée,” he said and turned back toward the kitchen.

“I bet,” Mara said. “I hope she’s up for the dinner conversation.”

* * *
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A large clear plastic bowl of tossed greens sat at the center of the table with several bottles of salad dressing. Each of the four settings had a plate and a bowl of steaming soup as they sat down to the round table in the small dining area at the back of the kitchen.

“Here’s a basket of bread. The butter’s on the table on the far side of the salad bowl in front of Sam. Just ask him to pass it,” Diana said as she sat down next to her son.

Abby stepped around Mara and made a point of sitting next to Sam, across from Diana. That left the seat across from Sam for Mara, which she resigned herself to while eyeing her friend. They took turns with the tongs, placing salad on their plates, and passing the breadbasket and butter in silence.

“Mom, can you pass me the ranch dressing, please?” Mara asked.

“Here you go,” Diana said, handing it over and turning to Abby. “Abby, how is your senior year going?”

“Good. Classes are good. I wish Mara was there, but things are good. After Christmas I will only have three classes, and then I’ll be done,” she said, then turned to Sam. “Sam, where do you go to school?”

He looked up from his plate and quickly swallowed. “I don’t go to school.”

“What? You’re only like thirteen years old. Even Mara didn’t finish until she was almost seventeen.” Abby said, glancing at Mara and Diana.

“I’m fourteen,” Sam said.

“Sam has a private tutor in Portland. Technically you could say he is homeschooled,” Diana said. “We’re thinking about enrolling him in high school next year, if Mrs. Zimmerman thinks it’s a good idea.”

“We are?” Mara said.

“Yes, dear, we are,” Diana said, pointing to Sam and herself.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t realize sisters get a vote in such matters, or did you want to give me some sage advice on how to be a mother?” Diana smiled, mockingly waiting for a reply.

“I didn’t mean you had to tell me. I wondered why I hadn’t heard,” Mara said.

Sam pointed a piece of bread at Mara. “We talked about it today for the first time. What do you think?”

“I suppose if Mrs. Zimmerman thinks you’re prepared, academically, why not?” Mara said. Turning to her mother, she said, “You realize issues may come up that we can’t anticipate?”

“What do you mean?” Sam asked.

“Oh, I don’t know, something like you not understanding that you don’t get out of the car in the middle of the drive-through at a fast-food joint.”

With a mouth full of salad, Sam said, “How was I supposed to know they were going to hand us the food through a window?” He laughed, holding his hand over his mouth. His face reddened, and then he gagged, coughed and spewed greens onto his plate. He wiped his mouth and said, “Oh, oh, tell Mom about the money machine.”

“He got very excited about the ATM at the mall.”

“Can I get one of those cards? You know, so I can get money out of the machine?”

Diana said, “You realize you have to put money into the bank before it will come out of the machine, right?”

“That’s what Mara said. Ping pays me for working at the bakery. Can I put that money in the bank and get a card?”

“I suppose we can work something out,” his mother said.

They ate in silence for a few minutes until Abby looked up and said, “So, Sam, where are you from? Where did you grow up?”

“I grew up in Portland,” he said.

Mara went pale and opened her mouth to say something, but Diana raised a finger on the hand next to her plate and tilted her head subtly. Mara closed her mouth and concentrated on her salad.

“Here? In Portland?” Abby jabbed the tabletop with a finger.

“Well, not exactly here.”

“You mean, not here in Oregon City, but in Portland.”

“No, I mean I grew up here—but in a different version of here.”

Abby pushed her glasses up her nose. “I’m not following you.”

“I grew up in a different realm, an alternate reality.”

Mara raised her hands into the air in front of her. “There you go! You can’t go around saying that to people. They are going to think you’re crazy.”

“Mara, settle down,” Diana said.

“You’re going to send him to high school? They are going to eat him alive!” Mara said.

“They are going to eat me?” Sam’s eyes widened.

Diana patted his hand. “No, sweetie. No one’s going to eat you. Your sister is a little overwrought at the moment. Now pass me the butter.”

Sam picked up the butter and extended his arm toward his mother. Abby’s gaze locked onto the tattoo on his forearm, an obelisk with a serpent coiled around it.

“Cool tat. Where’d you get that?”

Mara tensed up again and put down her fork.

Sam twisted up his arm to look at it. “Oh, Mom gave me that when I was a baby.”

“You mean, your stepmom, from the other version of here?” Abby said.

“I guess you could say that,” Sam said.

Abby pressed her lips together and nodded.

Mara exhaled and wished the meal would end.
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Mara sat lotus-style on the round throw rug in front of the fireplace in the living room waiting for her mother. She picked at the loose pieces of yarn along the edge of the rug, imagined pulling one, unraveling the entire thing, and thought better of it. She leaned back and looked up at the rest of the room. A shiver ran down her spine.

“Have you started without me?” Diana said from the foot of the stairs in the short hallway that led into the living room.

“I’m not meditating, believe me. I was remembering the last time this room looked like this,” Mara said, surveying the space. “The night you went all evil serpent queen on me.”

Diana walked over and sat with her legs crossed on the floor in front of Mara. She placed a green crystal between them. Mara recognized it as the demontoid she had on the Oregon City Bridge that night she had confronted her possessed mother.

“You’re wearing your swami muumuu. I’m in real trouble, aren’t I?” Mara said. “Why don’t you just ground me like most parents? Why do we have to meditate before you lay down the law?”

“It’s a caftan, not a muumuu.”

“It’s burning my retinas. I think that pattern could induce seizures.”

“Close your eyes and shut your mouth, and your retinas will be fine.”

“But—”

“Cooperate or we’ll do a guided meditation instead.”

“Okay, please don’t tell me when to breathe in or out. It makes me feel like I’m taking a Lamaze class.”

“Last warning,” Diana said, holding up the green gem to catch the light. “Focus.”

Glimmers of green played across Mara’s face. She instinctively squinted for a second, then relaxed and stared deeper into the light until it engulfed her entire field of vision. The luminescence refracted and split into solid translucent panes of green light, and Mara could see her reflection bounce back and forth, as if she could see into infinity. She raised her hand, but her duplicates did not. They were not reflections. They were her counterparts, other versions of her in other places. Mara looked past them, deeper into the green light, trying to get her bearings, to figure out where she was.

In the distance an obelisk glowed, light pulsing through it from base to tip, thrumming to an unheard beat. An arm reached from behind the pillar; a hand slid down its side, caressing its shimmering surface. A leg stepped out of the darkness, writhing between darkness and light to the timing of the thrumming obelisk, pulling forward the torso of a woman who twisted side to side, flinging her long hair in dark waves across her face.

Mara could hear a whisper, more of a moaning chant, as the dancing figure slid her back alongside the obelisk and slinked around the corner. Now facing Mara, the figure became a twisting silhouette against the backlit stone. The chanting grew louder, and the woman bent forward, the green light catching her features: a serpent tattoo coiled on her forehead, its head diving down the bridge of her nose. It was Diana, not chanting but calling to her.

“Mara! Mara!” her mother shouted.

Mara’s eyes snapped open. In front of her face floated the green demontoid, spinning in midair, casting off beams of bright light that filled the room with an emerald glow.

Her mother sat across from her wide-eyed, her expression shifting from fear to wonder and back again. Diana stared into her daughter’s eyes and said, “What are you doing?”

Mara closed her eyes, shook her head and said, “Nothing.”

The glowing gem winked out and fell from the air into Diana’s hand. Diana leaned forward and touched Mara’s cheek. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. I drifted off there for a few minutes, I guess.”

“I almost fell asleep too. I opened my eyes, and the entire room was filled with a dense green light. It almost seemed as if it had substance, like panes of glass reflecting thousands of images of us. For a moment, I was sure we were standing inside the crystal itself. Absolutely incredible! Did you do that?”

“I guess. It seems to happen if I focus intently in what feels like a daydream. It’s like I slip into the essence of the object or something.” Mara blushed and looked away. “I’m starting to sound like you. Pretty soon I’ll be burning incense and going into trances.”

Diana smiled. “I’m no expert, but that daydream of yours looked a lot like a trance to me. This happens when you focus on crystals? Are you tapping into some kind of energy?”

“It happened with a crystal before, but the last time it happened was with a bowling ball. It sorta floated like this crystal, but it caught fire instead of glowing.”

“A bowling ball? You were meditating over a bowling ball?”

“I was working on a bowling ball spinner at the shop, and it happened. Sam saw it. It’s a long story. Anyway I don’t think it’s just crystals, but I have to admit the experiences with the crystals are more—”

“Powerful? You’re drawing energy from them?”

“I’m not drilling for oil, Mom. We’re not talking Exxon Mobil here,” Mara said, rolling her eyes. “I was going to say intense. The crystals seem to help me tap into something. It’s like I can see into reality, into infinity, beyond the perception of this realm.”

“Now you’re starting to sound like some of my New Age friends. You’re practically spouting metaphysical dogma, if there were such a thing.”

Mara sighed. “Ping seems to think there is. He’s been helping me understand some of this stuff. You know, he crossed over from a different realm during the plane crash, right?”

Diana nodded. “Like your brother. I talk to Mr. Ping when I drop Sam off at the bakery. He’s a wonderful man. He took great care of Sam after they first crossed over. I’m sure he is a great mentor for you.”

“Why do you say that? What did he say about me?”

“No need to get paranoid. We haven’t discussed you at all. We mostly talk about how Sam is adjusting to his new reality, his tutoring with Mrs. Zimmerman and his work at the bakery. Mr. Ping told me that he is a professor of metaphysics and philosophy, or he was before, but he has not gone into any detail about it. Has he been teaching you some of his beliefs?”

“I guess you could say that.”

“And has it helped you understand what happened during the plane crash and what we went through on the Oregon City Bridge?”

“Yes, it has helped a lot. I’m not sure I understand all of it, but it has helped me put some context around everything.”

“So teach me what you’ve learned.”

“I’m not sure I’m up to talking about it right now. I think I need a little more time to absorb all of this. I know you’re trying to help, but—”

“This might come as a bit of a surprise to you, but everything I do and say isn’t designed to serve your needs, to help only you. You’re old enough now to understand that, don’t you think?” Diana pushed her hair over her ear with a finger, a sure sign she was getting her dander up. The set of her jaw left no doubt.

“Whoa, where did that come from?” Mara leaned back a little. “Maybe a little more meditation is in order.”

“Don’t push this off with a quip. I’m serious. You’re not the only one around here who’s gone through a lot lately. Sam’s living in a whole new world, and I have a fourteen-year-old son who I’ve only known for two weeks. You’re not the only one having to make adjustments, young lady.”

Mara looked down at her hands. “I’m sorry. I’m an idiot. Why didn’t you say you needed to talk about it?”

Diana glared at her.

Mara raised her hands in front of her. “Right. You did. I assumed you were trying to manage me, and it never occurred to me that you needed to work it out too. You seem so grounded and accepting of everything. I mean, this stuff is right up your alley—all this metaphysical hinky hoodoo. I thought you were all copasetic with it.”

“Well, you were wrong. The notion of things beyond this physical world I can deal with. However, trying to kill my own daughter takes a little more time and effort.”
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CHAPTER 5
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Juaquin Prado slid into the red leatherette booth that smelled of decades-old cigarettes, grease and beer. He grabbed a napkin from the metal dispenser that also served as a holder of keno slips, and wiped away the rings of water and bits of food that remained on the table. Grimacing, he looked around the tavern-slash-neighborhood-restaurant, the name of which he could never remember. He always came in the back door of the cinder-block structure where there was no signage, so he simply referred to the place as The Chicken because it smelled like the seldom-changed deep fryers in the kitchen behind the bar.

In front of the bar, a couple regulars slumped over their drinks while the bartender, a frenetic rail-thin woman of forty, ran back and forth dropping drinks and making a few quips, as close as she could come to flirting with the demands on her time. Occasionally a customer would raise a hand, while sitting at one of the video poker machines along the wall at the end of the bar, and she would jog over to them, grab their credit card, run back to the register and return with more cash to feed into the machines.

A pudgy, balding man stepped out of the gloom into the ambient glow of the video poker machines and stopped at the end of the booth where Prado sat.

“Hey, stranger,” Pudgy said. He levered himself into the booth by grabbing the edge of the table with latex-gloved hands, sucking in his gut and hopping across the seat in three short bursts. His face reddened with the effort.

Prado inclined his head slightly, causing his brow to cast shadows over his eyes. “Merv. You’ve not been returning my calls.” He had a deep, sonorous voice and a subtle, almost undetectable lisp, a hiss of air on the end of his Ss without the tongue that would turn them into a full-on th sound. Most people weren’t sure if it was an accent or a speech impediment, and most people never had the nerve to ask.

Merv’s hands fluttered over the table edge nervously. “I’ve been dealing with some stuff since the plane crash. It’s been kinda crazy, you know?”

“This stuff you’ve been dealing with, it keeps you from returning my calls?” Prado asked. “It keeps you from taking care of business, meeting your obligations?”

“Man, we ain’t got no business or obligations since they pulled us out of that river seven weeks ago. Everyone thinks I’m a doctor, a freaking dermatologist of all things. Don’t things seem a little strange to you since we got on that flight to San Francisco?”

The bartender walked up to their booth with a pad in her hand. “You gents want something to drink?”

Prado said, “Hi, Linda. We’ll take a pitcher of the usual.”

She looked up from her pad. “I’m sorry, what’s the usual for you guys? Have I served you before?”

Merv’s hands fluttered and pointed at her. “See? Strange.”

Prado made a calming gesture with his own hands. “We’ll take whatever light beer you have on tap. Thanks.”

She scrawled on the pad and said, “Anything to eat?”

“No thanks,” Prado said.

As she left, Merv leaned forward and whispered, “You’re a dermatologist too. That’s what we were doing on that plane. We were going to a skin-care products convention. That’s what everyone thinks. We are friggin’ dermatologists, and our office keeps calling me wanting to know when we’re going to come back to work. Apparently there’s an epidemic of zits over on the west side of town that we’re supposed to do something about. Haven’t you heard any of this?”

“I’ve heard. That’s why I’ve been calling, to see if your . . . perspective had changed since our plane went into the river.”

“You bet it’s changed. It’s like we took off in one world and crashed into a different one. I’ve got a friggin’ wife outta nowhere, man. A wife! Well, I had a wife. I think she’s pretty much took off after—”

Prado sighed and said, “Okay. Tell me what you were doing on that flight. Where were you going?”

Merv stared out into the bar to make sure no one was listening and said, “We were going to San Francisco, you know, to deliver the drive and pick up the payment.”

“The drive?”

“The flash drive with the source code on it for the wireless payment system.”

Prado’s brow furrowed. “We wrote software code?”

A crestfallen look melted across Merv’s features. “Now you’re doing it, talking craziness.”

“Answer the question.”

“No, we stole the code. We were taking it down to our client in the Bay Area. We were hired to get the code and take it down there. Why do you think we were on the plane?”

“I was on my way to San Diego, on business.”

“So the way you remember it, we were going to San Diego.”

“Not we. Me. I don’t remember ever meeting you before, but I saw your name in the paper, on the list of survivors from Flight 559. Now that I see you, you look familiar. Maybe you sat next to me. I’m not sure.”

“Great. That makes no sense. You called me and told me to meet you here. Why would you do that if we have never met before?”

“We are partners in a dermatology practice, remember? I got your number at the office. It took a while to get out of there. I think a couple patients are going to be surprised when they find they have prescriptions for drugs that don’t exist.”

“How’d you know we come to The Chicken?”

“Again, I come here occasionally for a beer. I don’t know you.”

“Why were you going to San Diego?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yeah, if we’re gonna keep being partners.”

Prado slowly rolled his eyes, then locked them on Merv. He took a sip of beer and stared for a moment like a cat trying to decide if the mouse in front of him was worth the effort. As beads of sweat broke out on Merv’s upper lip, Prado said, “Partners in what, dermatology or petty larceny?”

“There weren’t nothing petty about that code. It was worth a decent chunk of change.”

“I’m sure it was, but it seems inefficient and time-consuming.”

“What do you mean?”

“Stealing software, ferrying it down to San Francisco and hoping that your client doesn’t rip you off. Too many moving parts, too many things can go wrong.”

“You got a better idea?”

“Perhaps. Tell me why you are wearing latex gloves.”

Merv held up the gloved hands, looked embarrassed. “I’ve been morphing. Into everything I touch.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Morphing. It’s like I’m a baby all over again.”

Prado straightened, looking interested for the first time since Merv had sat down. “I’m still not following you. Did you say morphing?”

Merv looked exasperated. “You don’t know what I’m talking about either. Morphing, it’s what a newborn does before it imprints on its parents. You know, you’re born with—what do you call it—undifferentiated genomes, something like that. When you’re a baby, you touch something with DNA, and your cells morph, until you get imprinted.”

“Babies touch something with DNA, and they morph?”

“Yeah.”

“Morph as in change.” Prado punctuated the word with a subtle drop of the chin.

“Right.”

“Change into what?”

“Whatever they touch.”

“A baby touches a cat and—”

“Morphs into a cat, right.” Merv smiled, happy to be getting through to someone.

“But you’re not a baby.”

“Right.”

“And you said you were morphing.”

“Right. Ever since the plane crash.”

Prado leaned forward and pulled his wallet from his pocket, took out some bills and threw them onto the table. “I think we’re done here. Have a good life being a doctor or a felon or a cat, for all I care.” He scooted over in the booth.

“Wait, I’ll show you.”

Prado stopped with one foot under the table and the other at the end of the booth. “You’ll show me what?” he asked.

“Just one minute,” Merv said, holding up a finger. He stared across the room and watched a wiry, bearded man in a mechanic’s uniform put on a ball cap and get up from the bar. The customer turned and went out the front entrance at the end of the bar opposite the video games. Merv stood, snapped off his rubber gloves and threw them on the table in front of Prado.

“Watch,” Merv said, then crossed the narrow bar and sat on bearded mechanic’s stool. He reached for the empty beer mug and lifted it to his lips. A thin stream of foam slid to his mouth.

Hairs sprouted out of Merv’s jowls over the rim of the glass and appeared to pull away as his skin tightened over his narrowing skull. Within seconds his chins receded, and his Adam’s apple protruded from his neck. His eyebrows thickened and arched downward, as his nose lengthened, and his lips thinned. His cheekbones roiled beneath his skin, climbed higher, pushing on his profile, shoving his ears back and out like airplane flaps being extended for flight. He cocked his head to one side and popped his neck. His shoulders broadened, but his chest sunk, causing his shirt to sag down over his belt. After a few more seconds, his belt and pants sagged, threatening to fall off. He reached down and grabbed them, pulling them back up, revealing his lengthening calves and bursting athletic shoes.

“Ouch, that hurts,” Merv-morphed-into-the-mechanic said, looking down at his feet.

The bartender walked up and said, “What hurts, honey? That empty mug?”

“You got that right,” Merv raised the glass to Prado. “I’ll take another. Can you bring it to me over there?” He pointed to the table where Prado stared back, pale and stone-faced.
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CHAPTER 6
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“What do you want to know?” Mara asked, extending her legs in front of her on the floor so her feet touched her mother’s knees. The green crystal sat on the ornate throw rug between them.

“Tell me what Mr. Ping has taught you, so I can have the context that you have,” Diana said.

“Sheesh, there is so much. I’m not sure how to begin.”

“Let’s start with these realms, these alternate dimensions, like the one Sam comes from. Explain that whole concept to me.”

Mara reached up to a small drawer in the end table next to the couch and retrieved a pad and pencil. She sat them on the rug next to the crystal. “Okay, let’s start with the nature of creation.”

“Wow, all right then.”

Mara blushed and said, “When most people think about creation, they think of it as something that has already occurred. Like the universe was created. Actually creation is a process that is still happening. It’s a matter of trial and error. Every possibility, every scenario is being tried to see which would be the best design for existence. What people perceive as reality is actually one of these scenarios playing itself out.”

“So each realm is a scenario in this attempt to design existence.”

“Exactly,” Mara said and fanned her arms. “All of this is just perception, one possible permutation of how the universe could be, once the process is complete.”

“I think I understand. So these people in other realms, other scenarios, they are actually us, trying out a different possibility. That snake woman, the version of me who crossed over, she’s me living the life I would live in that realm. While we have different experiences, the essence of who we are, our consciousness, is the same. We are one individual, the same person.”

“Exactly! How can you figure this stuff out so easily? I’m still struggling with the idea that I would ever do the things that Sam said my counterpart would do. How can you accept that so readily?”

Diana smiled. “Mara, I think the older you get, the more you realize that we all have within us the capacity to do both good and, for the lack of a better word, evil. I can’t imagine doing the things my counterpart did, but, on some level, I know I have the potential to do those things. I have to accept that.”

“Why do you have to accept that? How can you?”

“Do you believe that Sam is your brother? I mean, really believe it?”

“Yes, I believe that.”

“And I believe he’s my son. But the only way that can be true is if I accept that his mother, the one with the serpent tattoo on her face, is me. One cannot be true without the other.”

“I suppose that makes sense. That must be why Ping kept telling me I was responsible for cleaning up the mess the other Mara made with the plane crash, that metaphysically we are the same.”

“It’s the only thing that makes sense, don’t you think?”

“It’s still hard to accept.”

“So what else did Mr. Ping teach you? What have you got the pad and pencil for?”

Mara picked them up. “I wanted to show you what Ping calls the levels of sentience. He says different people have different levels of awareness about the nature of reality.” She drew three concentric circles on the pad and held it up. “There are three levels of sentience.” In the inner circle she wrote “thought”; in the second circle she wrote “perception,” and in the outer circle she wrote “reality.”

Mara pointed to each circle as she spoke. “Basically people can be aware of what’s in their thoughts, what they perceive in the world around them or in their realm, or they can have a sense of reality, how things actually are beyond the pixels in their reality.”

“Pixels?”

“That’s how Sam thinks of it. Like on a computer, you interact with a user interface made up of pixels, but actually you are interacting with software code beyond what a user perceives. Our realm is our interface to reality, but there is more beyond that.”

“What’s beyond this interface?”

“Reality, the true nature of how things are.”

“And what is that? What is the nature of how things are?”

“I’m still grappling with that. What I understand at this point is that everything is made of Consciousness. Using our knowledge, awareness and beliefs, we can shape our existence by molding and manipulating Consciousness.” Mara shrugged. “I know it sounds flaky, but that’s how Ping says it works.”

“It’s not flaky at all. It makes perfect sense. Sam is tuned in to this sentience at the level of thought, so he has the ability to suggest thoughts to people.”

“That’s correct. Ping calls him a prompter. He says there are people with metaphysical talents or abilities who can manipulate elements at one or another of these three levels.” She pointed to the inner circle on her pad. “Sam’s ability allows him to manipulate the element of Free Will, here at the level of thought. On the Chronicle of Creation, the center crystal represents the element of Free Will. Maybe I should go get the Chronicle so I can show you.”

“No, keep doodling it here. I’m following you. I remember what the Chronicle looks like.”

Mara drew a star in the center circle of her drawing. “Okay. In the next ring out on the Chronicle, there are four smaller gems and four glyphs made of lines. These represent the elements of Earth, Wind, Fire and Water, the elements of perception.” She drew them. “These elements can be manipulated by people called pretenders. That’s you.”

“Me? What do you mean?”

“You have the ability to manipulate at least some of these elements.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Ping says pretenders have the ability to manipulate the elements of perception.”

“No, I mean, why do you think I’m a pretender?”

“Well, you were—at least your counterpart was—manipulating the heck out of some elements on the Oregon City Bridge a couple weeks ago. You almost blew me away and into the Willamette River several times.”

“I think you are mistaken. My counterpart may have been one of these pretenders, but I don’t think I am.”

“I had doubts in the beginning too. It takes time and practice.”

“Mara, I don’t doubt the truth of what you are saying about these metaphysical concepts, but I think I would know if I had these abilities. I would have no trouble accepting them if I had them.”

“Have you tried, you know, since the bridge?”

“A few times. It’s not a part of me. I can feel it.”

“I assumed that you would be a pretender since your counterpart was.”

“Does it have to be?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Okay, let’s move on. I’ll let you know if I start causing obelisks to glow or spewing fire or something.”

Mara raised an eyebrow. “I thought you said you didn’t remember any of that night.”

“I don’t, not coherently. Just snippets, random images really. I know what you and Sam have told me, but I don’t have a memory of most of what happened.” She looked down to the pad in Mara’s hand. “Continue.”

“The outer circle. That level of sentience is reality. The elements of reality are Consciousness, Time, Space and Consequence.” Mara paused.

“And?”

“And what?”

“Prompters can manipulate thought. Pretenders can manipulate perception, and what?” Diana leaned forward and tapped a fingernail on the outer circle on the pad.

“Progenitors.”

“Can what?”

“Manipulate the elements of reality.”

“And that’s you, right?”

Mara blushed. “Right.”

“Why are you turning red?” Diana smiled.

“It sounds so crazy when you say it out loud.”

“You’re the only one in this room who thinks it’s crazy. I think it is absolutely logical and very cool.”

“That’s what concerns me. I’ve somehow ended up being more of a metaphysical voodoo priestess than you.”

“Life is full of irony, dear. The trick is to accept who you are and figure out your purpose in the world. It’s very exciting. Imagine what wonderful things lay ahead, the great things you can do with your abilities.”

“I’m thinking I’d like to shift the abilities into Neutral and leave them there, if that’s okay with you.”

“I’m no expert at what you are going through, but I don’t think denying or ignoring your abilities is something that you will have the luxury of doing.”

“What do you mean?”

“Mara, look at what has happened already. You didn’t wake up one day and make all this happen. It came to you, on that plane, on that bridge. The fact that you are who you are, can do what you can do, will draw people and events to you. You have to accept who you are, what your metaphysical role is. You can no more deny this than you can deny being a young woman. It is what you are.”

“We’ll see about that.”

“Yes, you will. I won’t harangue you about it.” Diana picked up the crystal from the floor between them and stared at it for a few minutes. “There is something I want to harangue you about though.”

“What? I’m being all open here. I’ve allowed you to manipulate me into talking about myself under the guise of helping you sort out your own issues—you didn’t really think I fell for that did you?”

“Don’t be melodramatic, sweetie. Talking is good for both of us.”

“So let’s talk. About what now?”

“Your brother.”

“Okay, what about him?”

“Sam has to find his own way in this realm. He can’t do it on your terms or my terms, or he will be miserable, and so will we.”

“Fine by me, as long as he doesn’t go around telling people he’s from a different dimension.”

“That’s the thing. It’s not for us to decide that.”

“People will think he’s crazy.”

“He’ll figure that out and learn how to finesse the issue. But we cannot go around telling lies about him that he may not be comfortable with. He may perceive it as us being embarrassed about him or that we don’t truly consider him part of the family. I will not do that, and I will not allow you to do that.”

“So we let him mangle an unpeeled banana in front of company and let it go?”

“No, we help him when we can, but we don’t do it by lying or by denying him in any way.”

“It’s so embarrassing sometimes.”

“You’re not the first teenager to be embarrassed by her little brother, you know.”

“I’ll give it a shot. I suppose given the burdens you’ve got to deal with, I’ve got it easy when it comes to Sam.”

“What do you mean?”

“Dad? Sam wants to meet his dad. Didn’t you see how excited he was when he found out he had a father?”

Diana blanched. “We’re going to have to buy some time on that one.”

“Oh, so I get the no-lying, no-denying lecture, and you get to buy time.”

“This isn’t about how we treat Sam. This is about your father, Mr. Logical. Your dad wouldn’t believe in air if he didn’t have to breathe it. How are we going to tell him that he has a son all of a sudden?”

“We? No, not we. This one’s on you. I’ll work on the whole progenitor thing
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