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Chapter 1: Footprints
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Now was no time to study weird footprints.

Where was Sister?

Where was her mother, Mrs. Westerley, who had bulled in right behind Sister?

Dan leaned his hands on his knees and tried to recover. Wielding the spell that created gates between worlds was exhausting. He watched the gate from the normal world glimmer and blink out. He stood beside his best friends, Josh and Alice, on a flat, circular rock. A skinny white waterfall frothed into a nearby pool from the top of a cliff that was carved with strange spirals and staircase designs. Everything else was jungle.

South America, he hoped. Or some other distant continent, far from his changeling girlfriend, Maggie. Dan had been in a lot of strange places in the magical world of Inland since the little man—hobgoblin, really—named Billy Portman had asked for his help finding someone called First Changing Beast, but he’d never expected to end up in South America. Billy had told him that the gates between Inland and Outland were all closing, and that Inlanders were starved for contact with Outland—metaphorically and literally too, since they loved food from the normal world. First Changing Beast would make sure gates stayed open.

Why Dan was the one chosen to find him neither Billy nor the other Gatekeepers could explain. And Dan hadn’t made much progress on the quest because other things kept getting in his way. Maggie needed his help finding her birth parents in Inland, and a terrifying witch called Sister, who had turned out to be the human the fairies had taken when they left Maggie, was trying to thwart them. Dan, Maggie, and their friends had tried to defeat Sister by luring her to the regular world (if you could really call New York City the regular world), where they thought she would lose her powers. But that had been a fail; Sister stayed strong enough to discover Maggie’s truename so that she could enslave Maggie if she caught her, and strong enough to return to Inland for the hunt.

Dan was determined not to think about how he had set up the whole disaster with the urging of his ex-therapist, Dr. Green—emphasis on ex. Better to think about how he had at least temporarily saved the day by diverting Sister’s gate to Inland South America, where it would be hard for her to find Maggie. He and his friends had followed to try to weaken Sister further.

Dan looked around. The only spot not covered with vegetation was a path that wandered away from the pool behind them.

That’s where the footprints were—tiny feet in hobnail boots and tiny hoofprints. Looked like a couple of little farmers herding goats. Or little hunters after deer?

Dan held out his hand, showing Josh and Alice the faint green tint to his ring. “So I wasn’t able to make the gate open right next to Sister, but she isn’t too far away.”

“Unless it means Maggie is nearby,” said Alice.

Dan and Maggie had exchanged twining rings, and their witch friend, another Gatekeeper named Mother Ferny, had enchanted the rings so they would turn green if Dan and Maggie were seeking each other and got close. But for some reason, Dan’s ring also turned green near Sister.

Dan shook his head. “It still creeps me out that it changes color for evil Sister,” he said. “But it would be too much of a coincidence for us to have landed near Maggie.”

Josh was cupping his eyes and staring into the foliage. “Maggie has better sense than to be in a place like this anyway. Did you really land us in South America, dude? I thought jungle meant Africa, and those footprints are pygmy size.”

Alice elbowed him. “You never did listen in geography. Pygmies don’t wear hobnail boots, and there’s jungle in lots of places besides Africa. And, um, spiders and snakes too.” She glanced around.

Dan said, “You saw what happened with the gates back in Outland.” Just as Sister was stepping through the gate she created in the Metropolitan Museum of Art back in New York City, Dan threw in a charmed quipu—an Incan knotted string—to direct it to South America. Then he made a gate that he hoped would open right beside Sister’s. But he didn’t want to let on that he was worried too. Maybe it was just the abrupt change from New York, but this place felt eerie. And what if Josh was right, and he’d landed them in Inland Africa?

“Let’s get moving and see if we spot her,” said Dan.

“Yeah, but which way?” asked Josh.

Dan eyed the footprints. “Maybe the people who made the tracks have seen Sister and can help us find her. On the other hand, Inland people, or fairies, a lot of the time aren’t so friendly.” He backtracked the trail with his eyes and saw a pair of crow-size birds silently watching from their perch in a bush.

Dan was pierced by the sight. At first, he thought it was their beautiful color, vivid blue edging into purple, but it was more than that—or less. It was their blue cutting the green of the forest. It was their stillness. The surrounding leaves quivered, the waterfall hissed, but the birds were the peaceful core of the glade. Dan felt himself nestled in that core and painfully alien at the same time. So silently that it was like a film with the sound turned off, the birds raised their wings and flew up the path to land on a branch that bowed beneath them. The sound they hadn’t made echoed in Dan’s chest. He didn’t know if he was feeling sorrow—sorrow for his therapist who had betrayed him, sorrow for his girlfriend whom he had been away from so long—or joy at the incandescent wonder of the world.

“Yo, fearless leader dude,” said Josh.

“That way,” said Dan, pointing after the birds—the opposite direction from the one where the tracks were heading. “I’ll watch my ring just in case, but I’m sure that’s the right direction.” He wondered if the birds were helping him find Sister—or helping him stay away from whoever made the tracks.

The air was hushed and humid, but walking was easy because the path sloped gently downhill. Dan had trouble figuring out how many creatures had made the tracks: two or three little people and one or two goats or deer—or whatever.

He heard a steady, faint hum, but before he could think about it, a path cut left. He motioned his friends to be quiet, and they edged forward until they could peer down this new track.

A short way in was a clearing bordered by banana plants. Tidy rows of vegetables filled most of the clearing, and in the center rested a little thatch-roofed cottage. Whoever lived there was nowhere in sight.

“What does your ring say?” asked Josh. “Is Sister there?”

Dan checked. “Just a speck greener. We’re heading in the right direction but still not close.”

“Then let’s hurry!” whispered Alice. “This place gives me the creeps.”

“Wait!” said Dan. He pointed at their path. Beyond the turnoff to the clearing, there was only one set of footprints coming toward them. The other little people and the livestock must have joined from the cottage path—but there were no footprints at all on it and no animal pens in the clearing.

“Now I’m even more creeped out,” said Alice. “Let’s go.”

Soon the hum grew to a thrum and then a steady roar. They emerged from jungle onto the banks of a wide river, crashing and leaping among boulders. The far bank was a steep mountainside.

The big blue birds floated across the river and vanished into foliage. Where they had crossed, Dan saw a pair of ducks afloat in the raging currents. He feared for their safety, but then he realized that they knew what the blue birds knew. They too were of the core. What would it be like to flourish in such turmoil? To look at water that could drown you and recognize it as home? His heart vibrated like a cello string. Once upon a time, he would have talked to Dr. Green about it. Soon he would talk to Maggie—he hoped.

“Two words,” said Josh. “Really? Really?” He pointed at a “bridge” consisting of three wet logs lashed together. Its far end balanced on a boulder midstream; two logs, lashed together, then reached to the far bank.

“There, that one’s better!” said Alice.

Dan looked where she pointed upstream. At first, he couldn’t see anything, but then a breeze lifted the mist enough to make out a narrow woven bridge, complete with handrails. It was the kind of bridge that if you were in a movie, your enemies would hack through it with a machete when you were halfway across, sending you plummeting, but it still looked a lot safer than the logs.

The mist dropped back over the bridge, then lifted and gave them a glimpse of two figures crossing in the same direction they wanted to go. Then the mist settled in to stay.

“Orange clothes,” said Dan, squinting uselessly.

“I think the smaller one was wearing a bowler hat,” commented Alice.

“Bowler hat?” said Josh. “In the jungle? My eyes aren’t that good, but I know you wouldn’t make up a bowler hat. I don’t think Sister and Mrs. W had time for a wardrobe change, so that’s not them. I vote we head for that bigger bridge, even if it means we risk running into an orange-uniformed bowling team.”

Dan thought about the blue birds and the ducks. “Actually, that little log bridge will be fine.”

“Oh, please, no, Dan,” moaned Alice.

Dan had been worried all along about Alice’s choice to come to Inland, and he wanted to make the trip as easy as possible for her. He shrugged. “OK, sure; let’s go for the bigger bridge.”

But the landscape had other ideas. The river undercut the bank on their side, so there was no way to aim for the bridge except by slogging through jungle. Only a few feet from the path, they found themselves tied up in vines and thorns.

“Should have taken one of those knives,” said Dan, trying to scrape a spiderweb from his face. The gate he had made in the normal world was in the section for arms and armor at the New York art museum. He’d been worrying about his lack of a weapon ever since seeing the footprints, and now this. Soon the foliage had stopped them as effectively as a solid wall.

“We really can make it the other way,” said Dan.

Alice and Josh frowned but nodded. They struggled out from the gripping vines. The river roared so loudly when they reached the log bridge that Dan had to shout, “Me first.” He stomped on the logs. “They seem stable.” Wondering why he wasn’t more scared—the birds, yeah, but still—he stepped forward. The logs were slippery from spray, but he found good footing where the sides met. He pictured the logs as painted lines on a sidewalk with no drop below. That worked fine until he had almost reached the safety of the midstream boulder, when for some reason, he began to sweat. Wobbling a little, he hurried to the rock.

Alice was next. She’d been pretty good at high school gymnastics, and she came across quickly, arms out, like she was on the balance beam.

Josh crawled halfway, then stood up and walked confidently the rest of the distance. He fist-bumped Dan and Alice, saying, “At first I thought I was going to puke and die, but then it got easy.”

“That’s weird,” said Dan. “It got scarier for me.”

“Whatever,” said Josh. “I’m feeling good. I’ll go first on this part.” Even though the next span was only two logs, he stepped forward like an experienced tightrope walker.

“The far side is the only calm stretch of river I see, so Josh is golden,” said Dan.

“But look!” cried Alice. Josh had dropped to his hands and knees, and he took forever to crawl across the pool.

Alice shrugged and did her balance beam thing again.

Dan had gotten his confidence back while standing on the big boulder, but now he felt wet fingers of fear pressing his stomach. Alice seemed OK, but what had happened to Josh? Had he seen something in the pool? Dan bellowed a question, but the river was too loud for him to make out their answers. He couldn’t see those blue birds or the ducks anymore. He hugged himself and looked at his ring.

For Maggie.

The first steps were awful. Dan imagined that when he reached the calm water, he’d see faces like Frodo saw in the Dead Marshes, or maybe Inferi, like in Harry Potter. But it was just quiet water. The last few steps were easy.

Josh couldn’t explain what had freaked him out. Looking ahead, Dan decided not to waste any breath on it. They faced a steep, steep climb. Even with lots of switchbacks, they were soon panting and perspiring. Finally, they reached a wide, level area that was mostly clear of bushes, yielding their first open view. Dan thought he saw some sort of structure on the mountainside high above.

Alice shouted and pointed. A bush exploded in motion and three animals charged toward them. Dan crouched and pulled the others down. The things ran silently, soft turf padding their feet, and Dan waited to see if they were normal animals or some strange Inland creatures. With long, delicate necks and legs, they looked sort of like big antelope or small humpless camels. They swung aside and stopped to graze on the far edge of the clearing.

“They’re cute!” cried Alice. “I was hoping for unicorns, but these are a good start.”

Dan said, “Hah! Guanacos—wild llamas. So we really are in South America! The Andes.”

Alice frowned. “I just said those animals are cute. And it’s true, they are, but why am I happily noticing cuteness instead of being really scared? We’re in a foreign country, in an unreal world, chasing a mean witch, and I’m cheerfully noticing cute animals?”

“Yeah, somehow I feel like we just won’t get hurt,” said Josh. “Like, look overhead.” He pointed at a huge soaring creature. “That’s probably a Nazgûl, and I’m still hardly scared at all.”

“It’s a condor,” said Dan. “A giant vulture.” He rolled his eyes, but he was glad his friends were staying so cheerful. The dangers they’d faced so far were nothing compared to what Inland probably had in store.

After a few more weary switchbacks, their muddy little trail intersected a wider way made of stones and mortar. It hugged the mountainside, disappearing downhill around a curve to their left, rising gently but steadily until it curved out of sight to their right. Dan led them uphill; he was sure the structure he had seen lay in that direction. The pavement was easy going, and when they reached the bend, Dan’s ring flashed green. They peered around.

Pillars like an open gate framed a high point a quarter mile up the roadway. A small stone cottage rested in a little dell nearby, its back to the mountainside. With its shaggy thatched roof, it looked like an animal. Dim light shone through the two windows. A few loose chickens scratched and clucked in the weeds.

“It looks cozy,” whispered Alice, slipping on her parka in the deepening shadows. “I love chickens.”

“I could eat some chickens about now,” said Josh. “Dude, are we glad if Sister’s in there, or do we wish she wasn’t? Do we even have a plan?”

Dan held up his ring, now shining bright green. “Sister told Mrs. Westerley that she needed to regain strength before she could kintravel to Maggie. We know from past trips that she has creatures and people working for her in Inland Europe and Mexico, so I made her gate open here, where I figure she doesn’t have any servants. Plus, I think there’s someone here who can help us keep her stranded. Afterward we go to Maggie.

“But first I want the quipu that I threw into Sister’s gate, so I can use it to summon the helper. It should be on the ground near where her gate opened. Sister will never tell us where that is, but Mrs. Westerley might.”

“We have to talk to that kook again?” asked Josh. “What’s the quipu even look like?”

“Strings with knots in them. Really pretty colors.”

The door creaked open, but a bulky figure standing just inside blocked the light. Quietly arguing voices drifted down to where they waited, and then the figure emerged.

Mrs. Westerley was wearing a too-small cloak that might once have been colorful but now was faded and dirty. She was carrying a bucket and started in their direction but soon turned downhill on little stone stairs.

“Already we find her apart from Sister,” said Dan. “This is easier than I hoped.”

“Let me go talk to her,” whispered Alice. “She won’t be startled by me, and if she reports back to Sister, at least she won’t know Dan’s here.” Dan started to object, but Alice slipped down the path.

Watches didn’t work in Inland, and it was hard to judge the time. Dan worried he shouldn’t have let Alice go off by herself like that—this was her first time in Inland because she’d always been too scared to come before. Josh started fidgeting, and Dan stood to peer down the path. No sign of her. When the sun edged onto the horizon, Josh muttered, “I felt anxious as soon as she walked down that path, and now she’s been gone way too long.”

Dan said, “I know what you mean. Let’s go after her.”

But just then, Alice reappeared, panting for breath. “Sorry I took so long. Mrs. W isn’t easy to talk to. But come quickly now; she isn’t real keen about it, but she said she’d talk to us one last time.”

They came upon Mrs. Westerley filling her bucket in a rivulet about a hundred yards below the dell. She was squeaking to herself.

My little girl is sleepy

My little girl must rest

My little girl, she needs me

So I will do my best.

Josh caught Dan’s eye and stuck out his tongue like he was gagging. Dan smiled back—it truly was gagworthy to hear the malevolent sorceress who wanted to rule Inland lullabied as “my little girl”—but he gestured at Josh to quit it. Josh barely got his tongue back in his mouth before Mrs. Westerley turned at their approach.

“Dan Hillman and his friends,” she stated. There was just enough light to see her eyes shifting among them. “Your Alice says you want to know what my little girl is doing. But my little girl says you want to hurt her, so why should I help you? Why shouldn’t I tell my daughter?” She studied her shoes and then added, “She gets so mad when I call her Maggie, when I call her my little girl, my daughter. So I will call her Sister, I will, since that makes her happy.”

Dan breathed a sigh of relief. It made him mad too when Mrs. Westerley called Sister “Maggie.” True, that had been her name, but only for a single day, before the fairies took her to Inland and left the changeling that Mrs. W had always hated and beaten. Since day two, Maggie had been the name of the changeling—the girl Dan loved and had rescued by taking her to Inland, where she belonged.

Mrs. Westerley looked up, and a last ray of sunlight brightened the scene. Dan had been trying to make out the odd multicolored hairnet dangling over her forehead, and now he saw for sure that she had tied on the quipu like a fringed bandanna. Getting it would be way easier than he had any right to expect. But Mrs. W was still talking. “Who are you, Dan Hillman? My litt—I mean Sister, Sister says you and that other Maggie want to stop her from helping all the people who live here. I already saw her helping the peculiar couple who live in that cottage. They acted jumpy and worried when we came in, so Sister put them right into a relaxing sleep. Why do you want to stop her from being helpful?”

Without waiting for an answer, she went on. “But you helped me. You brought me to my litt—to Sister! After all these years, what I have wanted with all my heart!” She stepped forward suddenly and hissed, “Why did you do that, Dan Hillman, if you are Sister’s enemy?”

Dan wiped her spray from his face and tried to think how to answer. When he and his friends had brought Sister to Outland, they had introduced her to her mother. They did this partly out of sympathy for how they must’ve felt being separated, and they did it partly in hopes that reconciliation would make Sister less evil. But the reconciliation hadn’t exactly been a lovefest; true, Mrs. Westerley was thrilled to be with her daughter, but Sister acted totally disgusted.

It had been Dr. Green who convinced Dan to get mother and daughter together, thus duping him into giving Sister the opportunity to learn Maggie’s truename from Mrs. W. Mrs. W and Sister called Dr. Green “the Rattleman”; with a name like that, who knew what other evil stuff he might do? Wait a minute; it’s no good thinking about that now. One good thing had come from the escapade: Sister was worn out and her powers worn down. Now Dan had to take advantage of Sister’s weakness to delay her as long as possible and then get to Maggie first.

Luckily, Mrs. W again continued without waiting for a response. “I must hurry back. After all these years, I can cook for her!” She started up the trail, muttering, “Only purple potatoes on the shelf, purple potatoes and cornmeal.”

Dan called, “Wait, Mrs. Westerley!”

She turned and looked at him.

“Please, Mrs. Westerley. We want to help everyone here too. And I, uh, need that thing you’re wearing around your head. It’s mine. I, uh, dropped it.”

Mrs. Westerley twiddled with the dangling strings. “Finders keepers, Dan Hillman. I think it’s pretty.”

She began backing away up the path, glancing around at all of them. Her pail of water slowed her down, and anyway she was a fat, middle-aged woman, and Dan and his friends were young and strong. Josh and Alice hurried behind her to block the path, and Dan stepped forward and reached for the quipu.

“Please don’t, Dan Hillman!” croaked Mrs. Westerley. He was close enough now to make out her frightened face. “Don’t take it. Sister doesn’t know I borrowed it. Sister will be furious if I lose it.”

Arm halfway extended, Dan stopped. He pictured Mrs. Westerley trapped in a little cottage in the middle of nowhere with a furious Sister. Could he call the helper without it? Maybe, but the other way was too iffy. He reached again.

“I’ll give you this instead!” said Mrs. Westerley. “Enough for all of you.” She rooted in her pockets and pulled out big nuggets of gold.

“Where did you get...” Dan trailed off, his arm still extended. The sun had set, but the nuggets seemed to glimmer with their own light. Dan had never really gotten the big deal about gold—sure, it would be nice to be rich enough to own some, but his ring of twining vines was much prettier—but he couldn’t pull his eyes away from these lustrous nuggets. Somehow the quipu didn’t seem so important now.

“Make the deal!” whispered Josh.

“Uh huh,” breathed Alice.

Mrs. Westerley cackled. “For you”—she wrapped Dan’s fingers around a nugget—“and you and you. Sister and me got more in the cottage.”

Dan sighed and finally put his arm down. “All right. But would you at least tell me what Sister plans to do?”

“Since you have been good to me, I will tell you this once. Sister said the other Maggie is in fairy country, where Sister can’t kintravel. What is kintravel? She said she knows how to travel through shadows instead but that she must get stronger first. She needs to rest three days. I will take care of her for three days.” She picked up the bucket and turned back up the trail. “If I see you again, I will tell Sister, and Sister will get you!”

As she walked away, she broke into a chant much like one they had heard from her long before:

Hey Mister, please Mister, leave me alone,

Unless you wanna play with those skeleton bones.

Leg pincher, toe twister, leave me alone,

Or we’ll send you to play with some skeleton bones...

***
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Sleeping near Sister sounded dangerous, so they settled down for the night in the field where they’d encountered the guanacos. “Now’s when my big furry cloak comes in handy,” said Dan. The cloak was too heavy to wear in the jungle, so he’d been lugging it the whole time, but it was a gift from a magical ceremony in the Shadowlands, so he wasn’t about to let it go. Dan spread the cloak over the grass, and they sat on top of it. Josh passed out jerky and dried fruit.

“So Maggie’s made it to fairy country, and that must mean she’s found her father at last,” Dan mused. “That’s, uh, great.”

“You don’t sound like you think it’s so great,” said Josh.

“Well—no, it’s great. I just wanted to be there to help her find her parents, is all. Like she’s been helping me on my quest to find First Changing Beast. I feel a little guilty not being there for her. But I guess that’s kind of stupid.”

“Kind of?” said Josh.

“I wonder why Sister can’t kintravel there,” said Dan. “Maybe the fairies got sick of the crazy, evil girl they brought from Outland and decided to block her. Anyway, just because Sister can’t doesn’t mean I can’t.” Dan reminded them how kintravel worked: A few Inland creatures were able to kintravel across very large distances by instantaneously moving to the location of someone who was akin or beloved. For some reason, Dan and Maggie could do it too, although it took lots of energy and focus to do it right.

Alice sniffled, and Dan glanced at her. “I’m all right; just allergies,” she said, sniffling again. “But before all that kintraveling, what do we do about Sister and the poor couple in the cottage? Putting them to sleep wasn’t really helping them, was it?”

“We can’t go around trying to rescue everybody,” said Josh. “Besides, if even Mrs. Westerley calls someone peculiar looking, they’re probably not even human. Most people here aren’t. What I want to know is who’s this helper, Dan? And how will you call him without the whatchamacallit?”

“Quipu. When Graciela and I were battling Sister in the Natural History Museum, we got help from a South American—I don’t know whether to say fairy or spirit or what,” mused Dan. “He was an old healer named Auki, who could change size, and he had a weird big-headed cat named Ccoa who could, uh, well you’ll see.” Even by magic standards, it sounded too farfetched to tell them how the cat fought. In fact, out here under the wide foreign skies with the wind hissing around them, Dan didn’t like thinking about it. “They didn’t like Sister—called her a sickness in the world. He gave me the quipu to help me reach him and then call him if I needed to. I probably should have taken it back from Mrs. W, but I couldn’t stand the thought of her being trapped with Sister and Sister all mad at her for losing it.”

Dan knew another reason he had left the quipu was that the gold was so gorgeous, but he was embarrassed about that. But hey, Josh and Alice were staring at their gold nuggets. Dan paused a moment and looked at his, then shoved it back into his pocket. “Anyway. I have one other thing that should work. After all that, I can kintravel to Maggie before Sister can reach her. Trouble is, I’m not strong enough at it to carry you along. I’ll have to send you back to Outland first, unless you want to stay in the Andes by yourselves. Ha ha.”

Josh and Alice shook their heads vigorously. Josh held up his hands for a pause, found his megabottle of aspirin, and gulped a couple down.

Dan continued that luckily, he had Breaklock, an amulet that could make a gate to Outland anywhere. Unluckily, unless he used it at an ancient blending space, and they didn’t know of any nearby, he couldn’t precisely control where the gate would open. Dan was pretty sure that if he made a gate exactly where they had entered Inland, he could send Josh and Alice back to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City, where they had left. He started to add that both kintravel and making gates were exhausting, but Josh interrupted.

“Enough!” he cried.

Alice was sniffling louder. “We came here to help you, and that would be leaving without doing you any good at all.”

Josh laughed. “Dude, I thought Inland was a place to escape from real-world hassles. But listening to your travel options, you’re as bad as a regular airline. Any stopovers where we have to change gates?” He started to guffaw, and Dan and then Alice joined in.

They lay down on the big cloak, Alice in the middle. Dan said, “Watch the sky, you guys.”

“Why?” asked Josh.

“Just watch.” Soon a shooting star ripped across the unfamiliar constellations, and in its pink wake, the stars sparked green, blue, orange, and red. “See? You don’t get stuff like that in Outland.”

“Oh, it’s gorgeous!” Alice said with a sigh. “And is the mountain humming? It’s like a lullaby.” Dan hadn’t noticed before, but the mountain was humming—foreign Inland seemed to be doubly weird. He heard Alice’s breathing grow slow and easy, followed by Josh’s toad-like snore.

***
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Dan startled awake. Were those footsteps? Yes, something was walking downhill on the nearby path. He looked at Alice and saw that her eyes were wide open. Josh was still asleep but mercifully was between bouts of snoring. Dan heard quiet laughter and a voice that he couldn’t quite make out except for something that sounded like “toeheel witch.” It was a long time after the noises passed away before Dan saw Alice’s eyes close, and even longer before he got back to sleep.
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Chapter 2: Threeness
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They awoke to birdcalls and tendrils of mist. Alice commented how pretty it was, while Josh groaned and stretched. When they told him about the nighttime noises, Josh grunted and asked what the voices sounded like.

“Kind of scratchy, I guess,” answered Dan.

“I thought they had nice voices,” said Alice. She walked over to the trail and called, “Come look at this, you guys! Dan, weren’t those voices going downhill?”

“Yeah, no question.”

“Well, look here.” Alice pointed at the path. All the footprints headed uphill. It was hard to tell in the confusion of tracks from the day before, but it looked like at least two more little people had walked there.

“That’s impossible,” said Dan, following the tracks with his eyes and then staring into the distance. “I guess their voices must have been echoing off something.” Alice and Josh looked around, and even though they didn’t say anything, Dan knew that just like him, they saw nothing to create an echo. “Well, anyway,” he continued, “at least now we know they went in the other direction from the waterfall pool. I think we need to go back there. Not only is that the best place to send you home, it’s also the best place to try to summon the healer.” The symbols on the rock and the blue birds gave it a magic aura.

Since they had little to pack, they were quickly on their way. As they trudged and slipped downslope, scaring up butterflies, Dan remembered the river crossing that awaited. He was amazed at how nonchalant he felt about it; he must be getting braver.

When they got there, he said, “See you in the middle,” and strode onto the logs. Easy as pie...until it wasn’t. Once again, his stomach lurched as he got near the rock. Was the rock somehow the problem? He teetered during the last few steps, sat down, and ran his hands over it.

Alice and Josh joined him at the same time. “Sorry, I felt creeped out waiting alone,” said Josh. “The logs were stable enough for two, though. Dude, why are you petting a rock?”

“Both times I got here I felt bad,” said Dan. “It’s all right now, but I almost wish we had taken the bigger bridge.” He peered through the mist, which was even thicker today. “Look!”

The mist opened enough that he could make out two orange figures on the bridge before it swirled in again like curtains.

“Could you see which way they were going?”

Josh and Alice shook their heads.

The mist lifted again, but the bridge was empty.

In unspoken agreement, they crossed the second span together. As they approached the turnoff to the cottage, they slowed to listen but heard only buzzing flies and trilling tree frogs. The gardens were still empty, and the cottage, too, as far as they could tell, although the vegetables were freshly weeded.

Dan, Josh, and Alice darted past and hurried to the pool. Judging by the tracks, the goatherds had been here, taking their animals farther along the trail.

Josh said, “Lunchtime,” and started to toss his pack down on the flat rock.

“Wait!” said Dan. As Josh frowned at him, he continued. “Look at this place: white waterfall, pristine pool, painted cliff. We should eat over there so we don’t mess this up. I’m hoping it has magic to draw the healer.” He pulled something from his backpack. “This is the hobhiding jar,” he said, unscrewing the cap.

On one of his adventures in Inland, Dan had needed to stay hidden, so Billy Portman had used hobgoblin powers to create an invisibility cream called hobhiding. Dan and their friend Graciela had used the last of it eluding Sister’s monsters in the Natural History Museum.

Dan tipped something out. “And this is a little chip of a snail shell that landed in the museum when I tossed it through Graciela’s gate.” That was the invisible gate they had lured Sister through in hopes that Outland would sap her power. “The shell and jar are what drew the healer into the museum.” Dan placed them on the rock near the pool.

Nothing happened.

“Dude. I’m hungry,” said Josh. “Your healer is probably taking a lunch break in the magical hospital cafeteria. We can sit over here, like you said, but let’s eat.”

They found a dry, sunny spot and gnawed on jerky. After a while, Alice said, “Maybe Josh was onto something. Maybe your healer wants an offering of food.”

“Jerky or dried apricots?” asked Josh, swallowing aspirin again.

“Better make it jerky in case the cat is hungry too,” said Dan. He strode back down and placed a strip beside the other objects but to no avail. Feeling stupid, he ran widdershins around it three times. Feeling stupider, he started shouting, “Auki! Ccoa!”

A voice called back in a strange tongue.

Dan whirled to see a small man and woman—small, but normal human range, not nearly small enough to make those footprints. Must be the people they had seen on the bridge, because orange dominated the jubilant mix of colors in their tunics and trousers, plus the woman wore a bowler hat. The man’s thick dark hair was as long as the woman’s, and they had high cheekbones and brown skin—like Indians. Or Native Americans? Did Inland South American Indians prefer to be called “Native Americans”? Important not to be rude here, since both of them held at ready cords with stones tied in them that looked like they could do serious damage. At least they weren’t advancing or making any threatening moves.

The strangers bowed and again spoke incomprehensible words.

Was it just the orange clothes and bowler hat that gave Dan such a feeling of strangeness? He held his hands open in front of him to show that he had no weapon and slowly walked forward. As he got closer, he could see that the strangers were young, maybe even younger than he. Dan pointed at himself and said, “Dan.”

The strangers smiled and pointed at themselves. “Sonco,” said the man. He was sweating a little, and the smile quickly left his face.

“Illary,” said the woman.

Dan started to introduce Josh and Alice, but Josh interrupted. “I speak Spanish, remember?” He turned to the strangers. “Me llamo Josh, y ella se llama Alice.”

The strangers looked at each other and chuckled. “Castellano,” said Illary.

“Poco,” said Sonco. “Poco hablo Castellano.” Dan couldn’t make out the rest.

Josh shook his head. “Yo no hablo Catch-Wa.” He turned to Dan and Alice. “They mainly speak Catch-Wa, whatever that is, and only a little Spanish.”

“Auki?” asked Sonco, followed by a stream of unfamiliar words in which Dan picked out Auki again, and Ccoa.

Suddenly he realized what it was about these people. He turned to Josh and Alice and said, “This is weird.”

“Duh,” said Alice.

“Hey, that’s my line,” said Josh.

“No, I mean why can’t we understand them? Remember, Josh, we figured out in Inland Mexico that whatever language they speak here, we understand as our language. We heard English, and Graciela heard Spanish.”

“Maybe it’s different in South America,” said Alice.

“I don’t think so. Dwarves, hobgoblins, dragons, noggles—everybody in Inland, no matter what continent, they all speak English to me. I think these guys are two more travelers from the normal world. Funny, I thought I was the only one who could open gates here.”

Sonco whistled to attract their attention. Illary cupped her ear and pointed at Dan’s mouth and said, “Auki? Auki?” Then she laid her hand on Sonco’s forehead like she was feeling for a fever.

“Los mukis,” said Sonco, pointing up the mountain by protruding his lips.

“Auki ayuda? Favor?” said Illary.

“I didn’t get all of that,” said Josh. “There’s maybe something about a monkey. But I think they’re asking if you can get Auki to heal him.”

Dan hesitated. He needed Auki for his own quest, and what if Auki would only help only him once? But yeah, Sonco was turning pale. Dan sighed. “Tell them yes, but I’m not sure how.”

Josh spoke in Spanish to Sonco and Illary, who looked puzzled. Dan shrugged and shouted “Auki!” and started running around the rock. Yup, he must look as stupid as he felt, because Illary laughed again, and even Sonco smiled, although he was starting to sag.

“No, no,” murmured Sonco. He handed his weapon to Illary, pointing to it with his lips as he did so and saying, “Ayllo. Ayllo.” Then he took a small panpipe from a pouch at his waist. He blew three notes ascending like a lonesome bird and then handed the flute to Dan. “Esto. Y eso,” he said, pointing at the hobhiding jar and shell.

“Mas!” said Illary. She dropped the ayllos and pantomimed writing.

“Pluma?” asked Josh.

She shrugged and pantomimed again.

“I think you need a pen or a piece of paper,” said Josh.

“That’s right! In the museum, Auki insisted on sitting on a piece of paper, even if it was only a Kleenex. Which makes absolutely no sense, but...” Dan dumped out the last of the dried apricots and set the wrapper on the rock, placing the hobhiding jar to hold it down as the paper rattled in the wind. He took the flute from Sonco, and after a few tries, produced the ascending tune.

Nothing happened.

Dan looked at Sonco and Illary, but they just shrugged. Josh walked over and picked up the hobhiding jar and stared at it while Alice smoothed out the apricot wrapper. Then they replaced them, and they shrugged too.

“Might as well try again,” said Dan. He played the three notes—and a large cat leaped out of the bushes and strolled over to sniff at the hobhiding jar. Dan had seen it before in the museum, so he flinched only a little, but Josh and Alice jumped. It had a weirdly huge head and white flames for eyes. It stretched and lay down, and behind it Dan saw a very small old man sitting on the wrapper. He was dressed like Sonco and Illary, except instead of a bowler hat, he wore a cap with long dangling tassels.

The man stood and bowed to Dan. “May you enjoy your visit to my land more than I enjoyed my visit to yours. Who is ailing?”

Dan wondered again how many favors he could ask this guy. He raised his hand but then turned it into the gesture of pointing at Sonco, who had already stepped forward speaking rapid Catch-Wa. Auki motioned at Sonco, who knelt before him so that Auki could take his head in both hands. Auki chanted like wind against a cliff, and an actual wind puffed through the foliage, wafting a balmy scent of flowers. Then the chant stopped, and after a few seconds the wind stopped too.

Sonco stood and smiled at Illary. They spoke rapid Catch-Wa to Auki, and then faced Dan and said, “Gracias! Gracias!” Sonco wiped his forehead with his sleeve and stood up straighter. Dan knew the gracious thing would be to respond to their thanks but instead found himself thinking about Catch-Wa. He had read somewhere about an Incan language called Quechua, so that must be what it was.

Auki spoke to Dan. “The twisted one has taken the quipu.”

“Yes, sir,” said Dan. “I wished to ask your help against the twisted one, but then these people took your help first.”

“What manner of help do you wish from me?”

“She was weakened by her visit to the museum—uh, the place where I met you. As soon as she regains her strength, she intends to continue twisting this world, and to begin, she will speak the truename of the one I love. It would be a great help if you can delay her.”

“I can. You must call me when she is as near as the puma can leap.”

“Wait!” But Ccoa stood, stretched, and bounded off the rock. Cat and little man vanished into the forest.

Dan looked helplessly at Josh and Alice. “I have to try to call him again up the mountain by Sister, so I think I need the panpipe.” Dan frowned at Sonco and Illary; for some reason, he didn’t want to ask them himself.

Josh said something to Sonco and Illary in Spanish.

Smiling, Sonco held out the flute and closed Dan’s fingers around it.

“Uh, thanks,” said Dan. “Yeah, gracias. It was very nice to meet you, but we have to go now.” He pointed up the hill and collected the items he had put on the rock. Dan, Josh, and Alice waved and started to climb.

As one, Sonco and Illary said, “No, no, no!” They pointed up the hill, shaking their heads. “Mukis.” Then they ran over to the muddy patch and pointed at the track. “Chullanchaqui.”

“OK, so the footprint dudes are mukis or chew-somethings,” said Dan, imagining a miniature Wookiee. “But there was only one, and it was walking the other way, so what’s the problem?”

Josh spoke in Spanish. Sonco and Illary shook their heads, hurried to the patch of soil beside the pool, knelt, and began puffing at the ground. Brown dust flew into the air, and soon they had uncovered a dozen or so prints, all heading downhill.

“Weird,” said Dan. “That must be why there were no tracks leading toward the little cottage. So there’s a lot more of them than we thought, but still they’re all headed away from our direction.”

Josh said something in Spanish again. Sonco and Illary looked at each other and shook their heads. Illary mimed walking up the hill, while Sonco spun his hands in a circle, saying, “Darse vuelta, darse vuelta.” He pointed at his feet and repeated the same words.

“Darse vuelta means something like ‘circling around,’” said Josh. “So I guess they’re saying the muki dudes will come back.”

“Clearly these guys know about mukis, but they don’t know about us,” said Dan. “We have to get up there, and if we go now, we should be able to get off the trail before they return. It was nighttime when we heard them, so maybe mukis are nocturnal.”

Alice looked nervous, but then she nodded. Dan, Josh, and Alice smiled and waved and trudged up the path. When Dan glanced back, Sonco and Illary were still watching them, arms at their sides, looking glum. Dan just didn’t feel all that worried.

“Shouldn’t we be taking the path the other way?” asked Alice. “That must be how Sonco and Illary reached the bigger bridge.”

“No,” answered Dan. “They also reached mukis, who somehow made him sick, and all the tracks were going that way.” Plus, he didn’t want to go that way if Sonco and Illary had business there, just like he didn’t want them messing in his quest. “Anyway, we’ve gotten pretty good at crossing our log bridge.”

First, they had to get by the little cottage. Once again, they slowed and peeked, and once again, all was empty and still. The main path had the tracks of muki or chew-whatevers, but the cutoff to the cottage was untrodden. So who was taking such good care of the garden?

Dan knelt and puffed at the path like Sonco and Illary had done. A cloud of brown powder flew away, revealing tracks of little humans and goats.

“Git!”

A small man, three feet tall at most, stood among lettuces that reached halfway to his knees. His long hair was blond, but his beard was dark brown. He waved his hoe at them.

“Git!”

They got.

***
[image: ]


They were already worn out from the previous day’s climb, so no one had enough breath to talk about the little gardener or who Sonco and Illary might be. They finally collapsed where they had slept the night before, munched a little food, and lay down, too tired to notice shooting stars. Dan admired his gold nugget briefly before conking out.

Once again, he was startled awake by footsteps and voices, this time going uphill. He thought he heard a gravelly voice say “toeheel




























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
TAARROWLAND

BOOK FOUR OF THE GATES OF INLAND

JOHN ROSEGRANT





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





