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Chapter I




Yumi and I sat cozily at the little kitchen nook table. I was waiting for a call from Mitch, who was getting his old Chevy a much-needed tune-up. As soon as he got back, the plan was he’d pick up Alex, then call me and Yumi and we’d scurry down to the front door. Off we’d go for a day’s exploration of the underground city.

Right then my phone pinged. I was surprised to see it wasn’t Mitch. It was Dad. “Good morning my little hummingbird. How’s it going?”

“Going great, Dad. What’s up?”

“Well, I’m just sitting here in the O.C. airport waiting to go to a meeting in Victoria, B.C., which isn’t until tomorrow. And then it dawned on me, as I have a connection in Seattle, I could take a later flight and you could come to the airport and we could have lunch together!” His tone had risen half-an-octave in his enthusiasm. 

My eyebrows went straight up into my bangs. “Lunch at SeaTac today?”

Yumi’s shocked expression matched mine.

“Sure! Spontaneous fun, right?”

“Ahm. But, Dad … I’d love to see you and all, but not only will it take me as long to get to the airport—spontaneously—as it will take you to get there from Orange County ... I … I have plans for the day.”

There was a pause. “You can’t change your plans for your dear old dad?”

I felt like a criminal, hearing his hurt tone of voice. “I could, Dad. But it’s not just my plans, it’s three other people’s plans, too. And, again, I’d have to get to the airport ….”

“Right. Oh, of course, other people’s plans. And getting to the airport.” He paused again. “I didn’t really think it through, did I?” His voice sounded a bit more chipper. “Well, you know, your dad means well, even when he misfires.”

I started feeling unpleasantly, darkly worse. I’m an ogre, I’m a terrible person. Would it truly be so impossible to change everyone’s plans and get to the airport? I started to waffle when Mitch’s call came in. “Hang on a sec, Dad. Mitch is calling.”

“That’s okay, sweetie. I’ll ring off now. Have a great day.” He hung up.

I connected with Mitch. 

“Ready to go? We’re out front.”

“Ah, right. We’ll be right down.” I clicked off. 

“You should see your face, Nikki,” Yumi said.

“I’m a terrible person.” I got up and headed for my bedroom to get my backpack. “A terrible, terrible person,” I muttered down the hall.

I stepped into my closet to grab a jacket, and right then, the mirror started stirring  and roiling.

“Now?” I whispered, wanting, rather, to yell. “You’re going to demand my attention right now? Don’t I have enough to deal with?” 

But I couldn’t not watch, and as I did, the sepia stirring started to take shape—a large, high-ceilinged room, dark walnut wainscoting,  and rows of long walnut tables, with little dark green lights on them, with accompanying walnut chairs neatly lined up at the tables.

Except for one chair, where a man sat hunched over a huge book or newspaper—I couldn’t quite make it out. 

“It’s a library,” I said softly.

But—why was I seeing this? Who was this man?

As if in response to my thought, the vision slowly moved around to his side. I couldn’t believe it. It looked like—it looked like Homer, our beloved doorman. 

What could that mean? 

“Are you coming, Nikki?” Yumi asked, coming into my room. “They’re waiting for us. I just got a call from Alex.”

The vision quickly faded. “Yeah. Sorry. Couldn’t find my jacket,” I white-lied, coming out of my closet, jacket in hand. “Let’s … go.”

Yumi gave me a really hard look. “You look … strange.”

“I am strange! Come on!”

I grabbed my backpack and we hurried down to the front door, where Homer, all smiles as always, held the door open for us. “Your carriage awaits, young ladies!”

“Thank you, Homer,” we said in unison. 

But I couldn’t help giving him a studied glance. Why-oh-why had he just appeared in a vision in my scrying mirror?

As we hurried out to the car, Alex jumped out of the front seat, and opened the back door, while Yumi got in the back and I joined Mitch in the front. Doors clanged shut and we all waved to Homer as we took off.

“Got the old jalopy tuned-up and ready for more adventure,” Mitch said, as he made his way into the traffic.

“Right,” I said softly.

He glanced over at me. “What’s ….”

“She’s feeling terrible because her dad just called and said he’d be at SeaTac this afternoon on his way to Victoria, and she should come out to the airport and have lunch with him,” Yumi offered from the back seat. “She told him she had plans.”

“I’m a terrible person,” I reiterated.

“Oh, Nikki! You should have lunch with your dad,” Mitch said. “We can explore any time.”

“Well, yes. But, spontaneously like that, I couldn’t see changing everyone’s plans, just because he couldn’t plan a bit himself. If Mom had been with him she would have put a stop to it before his phone finished dialing my number. He didn’t mean it bad. But it’s as if I’m a house plant, sitting on a shelf, waiting for his sunshine, or something.”

“Ah! Guilt brings out the poet in you.”

“Hmmmm.” I looked out the side window at the storefronts passing by, thinking about how much I’d been looking forward to this very day, just to have some fun and not have to take care of anything, the four of us exploring the underground city. 

I’d gone through a lot the last few days—helping Yumi’s mother tie-up her business of turning the gold antique coins into modern-day cash, then getting her to the airport. 

And, finally, making the adjustment back home, with just Yumi and me there—at last! 

The view out the window began to shift to fewer houses and more open terrain. I sighed deeply. This is what I needed! Some open space, some sunshine, and some silly no-agenda banter with my best friends.

But Dad! I hadn’t seen him in weeks, and it was so sweet that he wanted to spend time with me. Not every girl had a father who doted on her. My own best friend in the back seat hadn’t had her father in her life since she was five. 

Urg! All that, and furthermore! I had to contemplate the vision of Homer in the mirror. There was too much to think about. Would it be asking too much to simply let my brain be empty for a while? I wanted not to have to think about anything. I needed a white-noise-mind-noise-cancelling space.

The terrain around us had become even more open with more green rolling hills than houses. The sunlight and green vista let me release my anxiety and circling thoughts yet more, and I sighed deeply.

“Goodness!” Mitch said. “You let go of something!”

“Oh! Sorry!” I smiled at him, sheepishly.

“Nothing to apologize for! You’ve had a lot to deal with, and now your Dad adds to it. I think it all merits several large sighs.”

“Probably. But I think I’ll reserve the others for later,” I giggled. We pulled onto the grassy hillside under which the Victorian underground Seattle lay sleeping. “Oh, boy, here we are!” I exclaimed.

We piled out and gathered our flashlights and backpacks. Mitch led the way down the dirt steps into the bowels of the earth. But we all paused on the four steps around the antique poster of Millie the Milliner, silently paying a few moments of homage to Yumi’s several-Greats Aunt, who had reached out from the past and saved her great-great, darling, nieces. 

Then we continued down into the darkness-of-darkness, which always, strangely, became so much lighter, once we’d been there for a while.

When we were all on the boardwalk, Mitch asked, “Do we want to explore a house we haven’t gone into yet, or do we want to continue farther than we’ve gone before?”

“I’d kinda like to see the inside of the houses near Aunt Meechie’s,” Yumi said.

Both Mitch and Alex made vague noises in agreement. 

But I felt something well up in me that I could not stop. “I want to continue on. I … I feel like I really have to see something further on.” Wow! Where was this coming from? I mean, why did I care? I just wanted to hang out with my friends. Any exploration we did should be fine with me. But it wasn’t.

“Well, that’s okay too,” Yumi said in her soft, sweet voice. “The houses are probably not going anywhere. We can explore them some other time.”

It was dark, but I could feel them all looking at me like, “What’s up with Nikki?”

“Sorry.” There I was, apologizing again! “I just … just sort of feel like there’s something I’ll see that I … need to see.”

“Let’s do it!” Alex said diplomatically. 

I have the best friends in the whole entire world! Every one of them takes my weirdness in stride.

Off we went into the darkness, our flashlights weaving a path on the boardwalk, with Mitch leading the way. Even though we could walk two-abreast, we’d agreed to walk single file, just in case we encountered anything unanticipated—like the boardwalk suddenly gone, or whatever.

We made fairly quick progress along the path we were familiar with, but before long, we found ourselves in new territory. Or at least it was for Alex and Yumi. 

“Oh, look at that house. I haven’t seen it before,” Yumi exclaimed.

“Me neither,” Alex said, as we stopped before a particularly large, ornate, Victorian house.

“I’ve seen it,” I said, remembering the time I went looking for Mitch when we were in the throes of sorting out our relationship. Goodness, that seemed like a long, long time ago!

“Oh, right. That night,” Mitch said softly.

“That night,” I nodded. He and I exchanged a look. Our relationship had grown to a whole new level that night. “Let’s continue,” I urged. There was something I had to see. I didn’t know what it was, but it called to me, just the same. 

So we continued on, saying little, cautioning one another to be careful when the boardwalk became a bit wobbly for a span. But then it felt sturdy underfoot again. 

Now we’d gone farther than I’d ever been, and it had become ever darker. I could barely see Mitch’s shoes in front of me. “Have you been this far before?” I asked him.

“Yes, and farther still. There’s a ‘Y’ up ahead on the path.”

We fell into a silent lock-step, and sure enough, before long, the boardwalk came to a ‘Y.’

We stood in a tight bunch at the ‘Y,‘ flashlights playing on the walls around us.

		“Two roads diverged in a wood, and I –

		I took the one less traveled by,” Alex quoted.

“Beautiful,” Yumi whispered.

“Very beautiful,” I agreed. “But I’m pretty sure both of these roads have been ‘much less traveled by’ for a very, very, long time. Not counting Mitch, of course. Which path did you take? We’ll go the other way so it’s new for you, too.”

“I went right,” he gestured with his flashlight.

 “Left it is!” I said. 

Mitch turned and led the way down a road that, I felt certain, would make all the difference.






















Chapter II


We’d gone about a city block further when the residential houses stopped, and we came alongside a building that had written on the front in well-preserved, light-colored letters, “Seattle Mercantile.”

“Wow! That could be pretty interesting,” Alex exclaimed. 

Everyone agreed, including me. But, still, no. I had an unrest, a sense that I must see something—I didn’t know what—but I would know it when I saw it. “Let’s check it out on the way back.”

“Okay,” Alex said reluctantly. 

“How much farther do you want to go?” Mitch asked.

“I don’t know. I just … know I’ll know it when I see it.”

“Oh! You’re looking for something specific?”

“I … I don’t know,” I stuttered. “I sort of think so. At least, I have a feeling. Let’s just continue.”

And so on we went, everyone humoring me. I really have to stop this princess routine, I tried to tell myself. But I was not about to listen. However, it was not long before we encountered the decision being made for me. We came upon a locked gate, in the middle of the boardwalk.

“That’s strange,” Mitch reached out and rattled the handle. It was shut and locked tight.

“For sure,” I agreed. “What sense does it make to have a locked gate on a public boardwalk?” 

It was a beautifully ornate, black wrought iron, seven-foot-tall, locked, arched gate, with classic Victorian fence leading down from the gate on
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