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Prologue

 


Thorns and branches snared the
fugitive’s fur. Gashes cut the otter-like creature’s paws as he
splintered sharp twigs on the forest floor. Clearing a fallen trunk
in a massive bound, he splashed chest-deep into a torrent of
freezing water, lashing out at a drooping branch to avoid being
swept away. Securing himself onto a gravely patch of shore with his
claws, he ground his way out of the river and shook the water from
his fur. Pausing for an instant, he listened for sounds of an
approach. Something was crashing through the tangles behind him.
Twisting about, he sprinted away from the sound.

The Omenra were near.

Ahead, just past the trees, lay a
paved road. The runaway pelted towards it, but suddenly a gnarled
root clutched his foot. He crashed onto the hard earth, the force
of the impact throwing a compact, golden object from his belt loop.
Scrambling up, he desperately scavenged the undergrowth for
it.

Something slammed into the back of his
head—a hard, metal something. He wobbled unsteadily and lurched
forward, crashing face-first into dirt. The thing struck him once
more, harder, and blackened his vision. Quickly, before he was hit
again, he reached for a wrist strap and tapped a few buttons in
sequence. Three blips sounded, but then the final blow came and he
knew no more.

In remote outposts across the galaxy,
a distress signal was detected. The call was traced to a small
planet isolated on an outer spiral arm.

A planet called Earth.


Chapter One –
Discovery

 


Nicole Sky wasn’t having a good day,
and the news didn’t make things better.

“Record-breaking highs
reaching into the hundreds have been documented
worldwide—”

Yeah, thanks for the
update. Hadn’t noticed that.

“—and this rapid rise has
sent global warming advocates swarming over Congress to demand
immediate legislation.”

Sure, try the political
approach. Couple decades too late, I’d say.

“More on that at the top
of the hour. Lisa, back to you.”

Nicole brandished the
remote threateningly. More breaking
news?

“Thanks, Jerry. In other
news, highly unusual comet activity has been detected close to
Earth.”

Wow. Bright rocks in sky.
Save us all.

“Abnormal satellite
readings around the globe have fueled further controversy. Several
days ago, a slight drop in the planetary gravitational
pull—”

The television snapped off. Nicole
flung down the remote control and tucked a strand of chestnut-brown
hair behind one ear. “That’s right,” she drawled. “It’s the end of
the world as we know it.” More seriously, she added, “End of my
world, anyway.”

It was hot. Dead hot. This was the
global warming to the max, and it had hit the town like a fireball.
Somewhere in the distance, a siren wailed pitifully. Temperatures
were skyrocketing. Sunlight filtering through smoke from burning
forests had dyed the world red.

Nicole’s parents weren’t helping. She
could hear them now, roaring at each other in the kitchen. The
argument went something like this:

“Honey,” her mom said,
“the plants outside are brown.”

“You read the papers!”
came her dad’s voice. “We’re on the Monday, Wednesday, Friday
watering schedule. It’s Tuesday.”

“But I can’t stand to
watch them die.”

“Then sit.”

“Honey!”

And it went on. And on.
And on. Until finally Nicole couldn’t stand it. Instead of arguing
about the stupid water, they could be calling someone to fix the AC
that hadn’t worked in two days—forty-eight hours of stifling heat
in their airless trap of a home. Well, granted, they had, but they
could be calling someone other than a company booked three weeks in
advance. Unless, of course, every other company was
also booked, leaving
Nicole stuck in heat that probably couldn’t be much worse outside
than in.

“Mom, I’m going out!” she
yelled and stormed to the front door. In sweaty frustration she
snatched a thin jacket from the coat rack to screen her head from
the blazing sun.

Outside was no better, but
it also wasn’t worse. Yellowed tracts of dried grass and crinkled
leaves lined the cul-de-sac. Drooping trees sadly hung their
once-majestic heads. The sudden heat wave had devastated the whole
city. But at least it wasn’t nearly as bad here as in some of the
towns out west. Fires weren’t rampant here, for a start.
Good old East Coast, thought Nicole grimly.

She hadn’t stepped off the porch
before a helicopter roared overhead, a tiny dot on its way to
disaster. Sweat was already soaking her clothing, so she decided to
find some shade. Half jogging, half walking, Nicole passed a
beet-red bald man guzzling a sports drink and holding a large
ice-cream bar. He stared at her accusingly, as if the weather was
all her fault.

“So how come you’re out?
Day’s a nightmare.” He took a bite of the ice cream and licked some
melted chocolate off his sausage-like fingers. “Maybe all them
tree-hugging vegetarians were right. Them and that global warming
guy.”

“Yeah. Too late, though,”
Nicole mumbled, quickly walking away.

She checked by her best friends’
houses. Danny was on vacation, she remembered too late. In
Anchorage, Alaska, to visit some relatives. Lucky him. Lex was gone
too, off on some horse-riding competition, as usual. Lex sure did
love horses. But just thinking of riding in a thick uniform with
the blazing sun beating down made Nicole sweat.

Taking a shortcut around a
neighbor’s house, she stumbled out close to a forest.
‘Forest,’ she
thought, tacking on quotation marks. The thing that lay spread
before her was not a wild, untamed, breathtaking forest but a poor,
ragged excuse for a woodland where campers dragged their
complaining little brats to sleep under the stars, or whatever. If
one was into that kind of thing. And Nicole wasn’t. Getting eaten
alive by millions of pesky insects, lying in a sweltering sleeping
bag, trying to sleep with screechy animals sounds in her ears—not
so high on her to-do list. Comfort was top priority. Past that,
file in it her inbox and she’d get back to you. Maybe.

Nicole tottered to the
shade of a giant oak at the edge of the forest to rest. She’d been
out a whole ten minutes. Ten minutes too long. Throwing down the
jacket, she sat against a twisted root and kicked at the dirt.
Nicole hated heat because it made her grumpy and angry. Actually, a
lot of things made her that way, but heat was close to the top of
the list. At least the shade is
helping, she thought. Sort of,
anyway.

Rubbing her back against the root,
Nicole listened to the sounds of the forest. Birds twittered
overhead. The gentle rustling of leaves filled the air. There was a
squirrel, scratching up a tree trunk. And that noise...that last
one...

There was something wrong with the
sound. It was a low, eerie creak in the trees. Nicole whirled
around, throwing up a flurry of leaf litter, but the forest before
her was empty. And, suddenly, strangely quiet.

Something swooped down from the trees.
She scrambled to her feet, but it turned out to be just a bird. It
settled on a low branch and watched her with wide, curious eyes.
Nicole sank back to the ground, but her attention was fixed on the
strange creature. It was a very large and ugly bird with grey,
wrinkled skin. A few ragged red feathers stuck out in odd
places.

“Well, you’re a miserable
sight,” Nicole snickered.

The bird suddenly hopped down from the
branch and pecked about frantically in the leaves. It dug aside
pebbles and scratched madly through dirt. Nicole leaned closer. For
some odd reason, she was intrigued by the hideous creature. She
reached out to touch it, but then, all of a sudden, the bird
glanced up sharply and cocked its head. It soared skyward, settled
onto a high branch, and chirped roughly. A single dull feather
floated down and came to rest at the base of a nearby
tree.

Then it sat silently upon its perch,
watching. Waiting.

Nicole stood slowly, wondering why the
air suddenly felt cooler than it had in days. She shrugged into her
jacket and thought about going back; the edge of the forest was
only a few feet away. But the feather was tempting, and at last she
took a tentative step towards it. The bird’s gaze followed her.
Nicole knelt next to the feather and picked it up.

Then she noticed what lay beside
it.

Tossing the feather aside, she gasped
at what lay half-covered by a pile of brittle leaves. The small,
bright object glittered even in the forest shadows. Nicole eagerly
snatched what looked like a golden pocket watch and rubbed it
against her shirt. Grinning, she leaned back against the tree and
examined the strange watch more closely as online auction sites
flashed through her head.

Fingering the long chain hanging from
the watch, she wondered who had lost such a treasure. There was a
single word inscribed on the front and four lines of text on the
back, both written in strange symbols. The watch was double-hinged,
probably so both the front and back cover could be
opened.

Nicole’s fingers probed along the
sides of the pocket watch. There were two tiny buttons and a larger
one. She pressed the latter.

The front cover snapped open. Instead
of a clock face, a ring of sixteen faintly glowing blue buttons
greeted her. Each button displayed a word in what looked like
different symbols from those on the outside of the watch. Nicole’s
mouth dropped open in amazement. Curiosity lifted her fingers to
the buttons.

Logic instantly sprang to
her defense. Drop it. Drop it now. Drop it
and run. But Nicole couldn’t. It was as if
the watch was glued to her hand. It was too tempting. She couldn’t
let go. After a second of hesitation, she pressed one of the blue
buttons.

A flash of electricity sparked through
the air. The bolt split and formed a solid ring around her. Nicole
screamed, but the tremendous roar of the spinning light silenced
her cry. She tried to get up and run, but she seemed to be rooted
to the ground. Shielding her face, she could only look on in terror
as the ring expanded into a closed sphere and sucked at her like a
vortex. Faster and faster the light swirled until the entire oak
was lit with an unearthly blue glow.

Just as quickly as it had appeared,
the vortex vanished. With it went Nicole. Now nothing was left
where she had been moments before, not even a scratch in the
earth.

Far overhead, the ugly bird preened
its feathers, chirped, and soared into the sky, disappearing in a
flash of white light.


Chapter Two – The
Phoenix

 


Air came in convulsive gasps. Nicole
staggered; she shook her head to clear her thoughts. The bird, the
watch, the blue light—what had happened? In a spasm of fear, she
flung down the pocket watch and smothered it into the ground with
the toe of her sneaker. “Stupid watch!” she screamed. “Stupid
forest, stupid bird, stupid... stupid... where am I?”

One thing she knew for sure: she
wasn’t home anymore. It was much cooler, for one thing. The forest
was gone. Then Nicole’s mind flashed to a very different thought.
This place seemed strange. Too strange. Where could she possibly be
on Earth? And... was this even Earth?

At first her surroundings appeared to
be a giant field of jellyfish. Another look revealed something much
more peculiar. As far as she could see grew a field of transparent
flowers with long, skinny petals. There was no wind, yet the petals
waved slowly, reflecting sunlight off their liquid-like
surfaces.

Nicole backed up. Fast. Her feet
trampled a flattened path through the flowers until she brushed
against something warm. She yelled, whirled, and froze.

Resting lightly on a bent stalk, its
wings folded peacefully together, was the ugly bird. Nicole lunged
and thrashed a fist. The bird hopped sideways to another stalk and
flared its grotesque wings. The movement dislodged more red
feathers, leaving its wings completely bare.

“What’ve you done?” Nicole
shrieked. Noticing a jagged stone lying nearby, she snatched it up
and brandished it threateningly. “Where am I?”

The bird cocked its head almost
thoughtfully. Then it burst into a soft, mystical song that seemed
to flood the air with warmth. Its wings began to glow, and a hazy
wave of fog wafted through the air, enveloping the bird in a swirl
of crimson light. In incredulous disbelief, Nicole watched the fog
lift on a transformed, red-gold creature that could only have been
one thing.

A phoenix.

Lifting its magnificent, crested head
high, the bird chirped and jumped to the ground, scarlet tail
feathers trailing. Nicole stumbled backwards over her own feet and
fell, cringing as the sharp rock bit into her palm. Throwing the
stone aside, she clutched her fingers over the bloody gash, but a
warm weight on her lap distracted her from the pain. The phoenix
stared at her with strangely shining eyes that seemed to mesmerize
her with their purity and power. Shaking violently, Nicole broke
the spell by tearing her gaze away and shoved the bird off her
lap.

Fluttering its now-beautiful wings,
the phoenix brushed her hand with its feathers and she felt warmth
seep into her skin. Nicole glanced at her palm and nearly cried out
in shock—the blood was gone, and the cuts were healed over with
fresh skin.

“Thanks,” she said
quickly.

The phoenix moved closer, absorbing
her in its gaze. Then it spread its crimson wings, glided over
several feet, and picked at something in the flowers. Nicole craned
her neck to see, but before she noticed anything the phoenix was
beside her once more, clutching the pocket watch in its
beak.

“Y-you want it?” Nicole
stuttered.

The bird dropped the watch at her
feet.

“M-me? You w-want me to
have it?” she stammered.

The phoenix dipped its head. After a
moment it lifted into the sky, appearing as a brilliant flame
against the blue. Piping strange music, it vanished into the
distance.

Nicole was left alone, staring in
amazement. She didn’t know why the watch was important, but she
jammed it into her jean pocket nonetheless. There would be time to
worry about that later. Right now the phoenix’s warmth was ebbing,
and fear rose to seize her once more. Nicole still had no idea
where she was, and now she dreaded what other creatures would be on
the prowl, despite the kindness of the phoenix. Her eyes shot
around for a place to hide, but all she saw were the flowers and
the majestic sky.

Fluffed, silver-tinged clouds
straddled a sapphire sky streaked with lilac. Like liquid metal,
the clouds lazily trickled past two amber spheres hunched against
the horizon. The twin suns’ radiance blanketed the field. Nicole
squinted, forced to shade her face against the intensity of light
reflecting from the flowers. Hovering in the far distance where
earth met sky, she made out a wisp of darkness. But it was too far
away to see clearly.

Nicole stood shakily. The flowers
around her waved peacefully, seemingly beckoning. Though still
fearful, curiosity welled, and she touched the nearest flower. Like
watery mist, the cool, damp petals curled around her fingers. She
jerked her hand away. But the flowers were awfully beautiful.
Nicole had to pick one. Just one. With a hard tug, she ripped a
flower free.

The flower morphed into water in her
hand and spilled through her fingers. Its liquid center hardened
into a mirror, and Nicole only just snatched it out of the air
before it broke against the ground. At first the mirror seemed to
simply show normal reflections. Nicole twisted her face into a
funny grimace, but the mirror didn’t reflect it. Instead, the image
changed to before she picked the flower, and she saw herself
walking backwards. The phoenix glided back to its perch, healed her
hand, and transformed into the ugly bird. Image by image, Nicole
witnessed her own sudden appearance. The mirror was like a movie in
reverse—an inverted record of time. It would have probably showed
more but, overcome by fear, she smashed it against the ground. It
melted away into water and seeped into the dirt.

Sheer terror bound Nicole till she
could barely breathe. Her feet drifted and she went along with
them, crushing flowers in her way. They burst into a liquid form
and soaked her pants, shoes, and feet. The watch pressed and rubbed
against her leg, but Nicole didn’t mind. She might need the
device—or whatever it was—later. Because whatever was to come, she
was almost certain she was no longer on Earth. She knew, too, that
if the watch could transport her far from home, it could take her
back. Somehow. Someway.

***

Night stalked silently over the field.
Gasping, Nicole collapsed to her knees in exhaustion, unable to
continue the trek. Hunger clawed at her belly, and her body felt
hot and taut from strain. She had walked all day, but there was no
break or end to the flowers. Nicole began to wonder if this whole
world was composed only of them. They crumpled beneath her as she
lay down to rest, but for the first time that day she was glad to
be drenched by cool water.

A flurry of thoughts swept
through her head. Adventure, mystery, and
excitement lurked in this new world. Nicole shuddered nervously. But how could she handle danger?
What about worse things?

Oh, great.
Only now did Nicole remember her parents.
I’ve got to get home soon or Mom and Dad will
freak out! They’ll probably think I ran away, and I’ve got no way
to tell them where I am. She broke down,
and her hot tears trenched the ground. Her parents would call the
police and everything, but the search would be hopeless. She’d be
stuck here on this desolate planet with nothing but the stupid
watch that got her into this mess.

When Nicole calmed down at last, she
rolled onto her back and stared up at the cold, lonely stars,
feeling sleep edging on. For now, there seemed to be no way back.
She was stranded out here—wherever ‘here’ was. Yet despite it all,
a simple stroll turned into a breathtaking journey had always been
Nicole’s dream. If this was what it seemed to be, maybe things
wouldn’t be so bad after all.

Maybe.

Because somehow, as Nicole’s eyelids
drooped, she had a strange suspicion that there was someone, or
something, waiting nearby and just out of sight. The very rustling
of the petals prickled the hairs on the back of her neck. Forcing
her eyes closed, she lay trembling in the flowers in the darkness
and wondered if she was safe.

Or, at the very least,
alone.


Chapter Three – The
River

 


The forest echoed with hushed rustles
as creatures began to stir for morning. Ancient trees with massive
trunks and looming branches leaned across the sky, heavily laden
with leaves and blossoms that spilled onto the earth. Vines twisted
intricately in the canopy, obscuring the sky, filtering wisps of
light. It was cold in the understory, and damp. Beads of dew
quivered on the outstretched tips of leaves and fronds. Even the
dirt was moist. Patches of the forest had gone years without light.
Some of deepest layers would never see the sun.

It was to this world that Nicole
awoke.

Her first reaction was a terrified
jolt to a sitting position. Strings of meandering thoughts raced
madly through her mind. First there was the phoenix, then the
flowers, and the field, and night, and now... now...

Nicole leaned back to the ground. Her
eyelids felt heavy, almost swollen. Numb fingers clumped wet soil.
Stiff muscles complained at the thought of movement, but hunger and
thirst forced her clammy body to sit again. She couldn’t think of a
single rational reason regarding how she had suddenly appeared in a
forest so different from the flowers of last night, so she
contented herself with a dazed glance at her
surroundings.

The air was thick with moisture. And
cold. Shivering, Nicole watched her breath form mist. Gradually,
her ears caught the sound of water breaking over stone. She rose,
hugging the sodden jacket closer to her body. Following the distant
murmur, she slipped through the undergrowth, leaping over fallen
branches, thickets of brambles, and dense clumps of some strange
plant with long, tentacle-like leaves that smelled rather like
honey. The rushing of water was louder now. Nicole ran ahead,
slowing to a steady jog when the walls of trees thinned.

Skirting a final layer of squatting
bushes, she scrambled down a gentle slope to a river’s sandy
banks.

It was no mere trickle; the river was
at least two, three hundred feet across. The current was swift, and
the surface crested with whitecaps. Birds—bird-like creatures,
anyway—flew low over the water, hopping between leaning trees,
looking for a meal. They called to each other, their sharp shrieks
rising above the river’s roar. A number of large, angular rocks
stretched from shore to shore. Nicole tested the nearest one with
her foot, leaning her weight against it. The stone held
firm.

The first thing she did was lap water
from the river, scooping it up in her hands as a makeshift cup. It
wasn’t as good as diet soda, but it would have to do. Thirst
satisfied, she focused on the beast of hunger growling in her empty
pit of a stomach. Luckily, the opposite shore looked promising.
There were several fruiting trees just within reach of the river’s
edge. Nicole could eat, and then figure out what in the world had
happened in the night to transport her to the forest. In her
current state, it was hard even to concentrate.

However, getting food would mean
crossing the river. It was not a trial she was eager to face. Only
a snarl of her stomach convinced her to attempt the
inevitable.

Nicole stretched her body over the
water, scrambling onto the first rock. One down, a bunch to go. She
leapt onto rock number two. And to think, just last week she’d been
flipping through pages of school finals, chewing eraser tips.
Number three cleared, on to number four. Her stomach grumbled
weakly in encouragement.

Nothing much went wrong for the first
half of the journey. She nearly slipped once. One of her sneakers
was soaked through, but it would dry. Crawling onto the next rock,
Nicole thought of the cinnamon raisin bagel she’d had for breakfast
the morning she’d found the pocket watch. The heat had made her
sick after just a few bites, so the trash got the rest. She’d give
anything for just a couple of crumbs now.

Water splashed along the bank she had
left minutes ago. Nicole twisted on all fours, clutching the rock,
waddling around to face the receding shore. Sure, it was a river.
Of course there were snakes and alligators—their alien
counterparts, at any rate—and who knows what else lurking around in
the depths. She’d simply been hoping they’d leave her alone. The
wildlife seemed to have other plans.

Something pale blue slid beneath the
river from the far shore and vanished. Nicole squinted into the
rushing current, but frothing waves obscured what lay below. Her
knuckles turned white squeezing the rock, and her body rocked
precariously. If there was something dangerous down there, she had
no way of knowing. Deciding not to hang around and find out, she
wobbled around to face the next rock.

The water beside Nicole suddenly
boiled up. A rushing wave smashed her into the river. She flailed
her arms, barely managing to cling to a stone to avoid being swept
away. Spitting water, she screamed as four slanted, amber eyes
glared at her across the rock, two on each side of a long, pale
blue crooked snout. A gleaming mouth hovered inches from her face.
White, jagged fangs curved out from massive jaws, snapping for a
taste of flesh. Two powerful flippers, spiked with thorny spines,
balanced the creature against the outcropping.

The beast lunged. Nicole’s fingers
lost their hold as the creature barreled into her, flinging her
into the torrent. They broke apart as Nicole went under, breathing
water. She felt the slinky body coil against her legs and kicked
off from it, breaking the surface. Managing a snatch of air, she
was pulled below again, whirled sideways and deeper in. Nicole
struck out to reach the surface, only to go farther down. The
pressure was threatening to break her body and crack her spine. The
current carried her away at its will. Her body felt lighter now.
Her efforts at surfacing weakened. Water filled her
lungs.

Cold air suddenly seared Nicole’s
face. A violent surge had forced her back to the surface. Fighting
against seductive visions, she beat the water, searching for refuge
from the roaring spray. Roaring, and much louder than before.
Swiveling in the rapids, Nicole strained to see downriver. The
water ahead rushed faster, faster, and all of a sudden was cut off.
A waterfall—and there was nothing between her and the
abyss.

The shores had retreated towards the
forest, meeting the water at sharp angles Nicole would never be
able to climb. The plunge was nearing with no chance of escape.
Paddling against the current, she saw the water churn several yards
away. A crested back seethed out of the river, sinking again into
the depths. She wondered which would reach her first—the predator
or the plummet.

Something smashed into the water
beside her and snatched her at the waist, twirling her away from
the beast. Nicole was half unconscious now, fighting just to stay
afloat. She had little strength to understand what happened next.
All she knew was that suddenly the water was dyed crimson, and then
the deafening snarl of the waterfall fell away. Snapping rows of
fangs clipped the water beside her, but following another surge of
blood the beast drew back. The small cliff guarding the safe haven
of shore was nearing. Nicole almost felt herself float over the
top, though in a brief moment of sharp awareness she realized she
was being dragged. Then her body met soil. Nicole didn’t dare
breathe.

She rolled over, chest heaving,
crushing a patch of fern-like growth. Coughing up at least a
lungful of water, she clutched at clumps of grass, afraid to let
go, wondering if the last few minutes had been real. Trying to sit
up right away was a bad idea. Her head reeled and throbbed, and
Nicole began to vomit. When her stomach was finally empty, she fell
back to the ground and scraped her weary body along the earth
towards the shelter of nearby trees. A series of scarlet drips,
bloody splashes, and torn strands of dark russet fur marked the
trail. Her rescuer, whoever it had been, must have been hurt. How
seriously, she couldn’t tell.

With the cold shade of the forest
blanketing her face, Nicole finally rested. As she slipped in and
out of delusions, the world swirled in a mirage before her. Tired
and exhausted, she at last gave in, filling her mind with dreams
and drifting away to sleep.

Nicole woke up on her side, covered in
blood, wet, dazed but alive, and suddenly aware that it was
raining. Leaves stirred in soft rustles from the pulse of the
storm. The river threatened to break its banks. She shook her head
clear and stood unsteadily, still working out the details of the
last few hours. Looking skyward, Nicole realized it had been longer
than that. The twin suns were beginning to sink beyond the distant
treetops. The river grew dark, and in the dusk creatures prepared
themselves for the night. Retreating into the shelter of the
forest, Nicole examined the damage. Her clothes were damp, but
quickly drying. There was blood, but it was not hers.

She didn’t like the idea of bedding
down in a mysterious and most likely dangerous forest in the dark.
Yet the trees held promise, with low-hanging branches in vast
abundance. Hope for safety was greater the higher up she could get.
Nicole thought so, anyway. Who knew what secrets this wayward world
concealed?

As the amber light of the suns finally
flickered out, she groped about among the high limbs of a tree
leaning away from the river. There were several large fruits
dangling from the branches, and these she picked and ate with great
gusto. Warm, sweet juices trickled down her chin. It wasn’t much,
but at least her hunger and thirst temporarily abated. Nicole’s
famished stomach reveled in the meal, sucking every ounce of
nutrition from the meager feast.

Wedging herself between two forked
boughs, she sat awake for a long time, watching the rain, hearing
the river, recalling what had been, thinking of what could have
been.


Chapter Four –
Lily

 


The brief storm had subsided by next
morning. Only a few occasional drops still broke through the canopy
through the night, and by dawn the rain was entirely beaten out.
Clouds flitted across the sky, light and airy. The banks of the
river were littered with leaves, twigs, and other debris. The air
remained cold and damp.

Nicole stretched her body out and
climbed down from the tree, glad that the night had passed
uneventfully. Breakfast was a few more fruits and rainwater
collected in the wide, bowl- like leaves of some low-lying bushes.
Now, however, she was at a loss for what to do. This side of the
forest looked exactly like the other. She was still lost, confused,
and scared. And it didn’t look like she was an inch closer to
home.

Squatting in the shade of the trees,
Nicole pulled out the pocket watch. It was so tempting to just
throw it away into the river. But reminders of the misery it had
brought were all around in the trees and grass and the waterfall
murmuring somewhere in the distance. It was easy to close her eyes,
think of home, pretend that nothing had ever happened. Too bad
reality got in the way.

A burst of noise from the undergrowth
startled Nicole into flight. She sprang towards the river, grinding
to a halt on the balls of her feet. Stuffing the watch into her
pocket, she steadied herself against the edge of the bank. No need
to get wet again, or face the river creatures. Although maybe she’d
prefer that to facing whatever was lurking in the thick forest
growth.

The leaves nearest the ground swayed
but quickly rustled back into place. Something was crawling along
the bushes. Nicole snatched a glance along the length of the river.
To the left lay the falls and rapids; to the right, sandy banks
bordering water. She had just starting to plan an escape when she
noticed the movements had gone. Was it safe? Silently, she crept
forward to investigate.

The creature exploded from the shrubs,
colliding with Nicole head-on. She bolted, not caring to look back.
The open territory of the river flashed alongside her. Sand
scattered at her feet, spraying in waves. She cleared a boulder in
a single bound, skipped over a ditch, and then caught her foot on a
fallen log as she tried to leap over it. Smashing into the ground,
Nicole kicked at the tree to free herself, crying out as a spasm of
pain rocked her leg. Wriggling her foot free, she felt for
injuries. The throbbing of her ankle convinced her that it was
sprained. Perfect. Just her luck.

Then Nicole realized she was being
watched. A little purple-furred creature, the most peculiar she had
ever seen, had found a perch atop the log. Large feet, tipped with
tiny, milk- white claws, and fluffy tail dangling over the side,
the alien cocked its large head and blinked enormous eyes. The
round orbs were bright and misty, giving the creature a perpetually
dreamy gaze. It swiveled its ears and squeaked
musically.

Nicole pushed away from the log and
tried to stand on her good leg. The balancing act failed, and she
wobbled sideways and tumbled to the ground. The little alien
squeaked again.

Are you laughing at
me? Venting pent-up anger, Nicole scraped
her way to the log, flailed her hands, and screamed, “Get out of
here, will you?”

The creature flipped backward and
remained somehow suspended in the air, even though it had no
visible wings. Its eyes held fear and wonder. Nicole hissed air
between her teeth again. Nothing was going her way.

“Hey, I’m sorry,” she
called out, knowing the alien wouldn’t understand. “Come down,
please. I won’t hurt you.” To make her point, she took out a fruit
she’d been saving for later from her pocket and held out a friendly
arm. A universal peace offering, she hoped.

Floating down slowly, the creature
landed on Nicole’s outstretched arm, standing upright. It took the
fruit and nibbled cautiously, then bit with obvious delight into
the snack. It stood no taller than a foot, plus or minus a few
inches, and Nicole couldn’t help but smile. “See, I’m not so
bad.”

“So you’re from outer
space, right? I hear the weather’s choice. In some parts, at
least.”

She retracted her arm viciously,
flinging the alien skyward, limping backward and terrified. It
talked. The creature talked. In English, of all languages.
How?

Levitating in midair, the alien
finished off the rest of the fruit. “Got more?” it mumbled through
a mouthful. Its voice was light and airy—a female’s—but tinged with
playful mischief.

“Y-you know my language?”
Nicole stuttered.

“All languages. It’s a
gift. Of tongues. But you’re from Earth, right? I’ve studied about
aliens like you—humans, yeah?—and you’re fascinating. Slow, and
delicate, but interesting.”

Study? Humans? Nicole only gaped in
astonishment.

“Hello? Any of this
getting through?”

“Wh-where am
I?”

“Little place called
Lunara, fourth planet from the Solea suns, and that’s the Sepra
River. Oh, and my name’s Lily Solaria. Who’re you?”

“Nicole.”

“Nicole?”

“Nicole Sky.”

Lily’s smile widened. “Nicole, huh.
I’ve heard your name somewhere. Can’t place it though. Me, always
been fascinated with names. Yours means something special, did you
know?”

“I know what it means, but
I don’t think it’s anything too special. It’s a Greek name that
means ‘victory of the people’ back on Earth.”

“Greek?”

“They’re a kind of Earth
people.”

“You mean there’re
different species of humans?”

“Not species, exactly, but
sure. All sorts.”

“Wow.”

Nicole was starting to warm up to
Lily. “I can tell you a lot about Earth if you want.”

And then she caught
herself. Tell you about Earth.
It was finally starting to register. She was on
some place called Lunara. Not Earth. Her home could be light years
away. Was this planet still even in the Milky Way, or was she
halfway across the universe? It was a terrible thought, but worse
was the fact that she might never get home and see her family and
friends again. Lily, in the meantime was sitting upside-down in
midair, watching Nicole think. Seeing the alien stare curiously,
Nicole got a brilliant idea.

“Listen, Lily. This
planet’s great and everything, but I’m here by mistake. I need to
get home soon, but I don’t how. Do know a way back to
Earth?”

Lily flipped over and shook her head.
“No, sorry. Me, I’ve never even been off this world.”

“But you said you’ve
studied humans. Where did you learn?”

“From my parents. My
adoptive parents.”

“Oh.” Not wanting to pry,
Nicole tried to change the subject, but Lily guessed her unasked
question.

“Don’t worry, it’s okay to
ask. I never knew my real parents. They vanished one day. When I
was really, really little. But my foster family couldn’t care less
about me, so we severed ties as soon as I was old enough to go out
on my own. I don’t have anyone now, really. I’m an orphan of the
universe, I guess.” All this Lily said matter-of-factly, as if it
were something she’d long come to terms with.

“An orphan of the
universe? What do you mean by that?”

“I’ve never known anything
about my family or who I really am. Don’t even know my real name.
Lily was my own choice. My foster parents didn’t care. They never
cared, long as I didn’t go off somewhere too crazy. But I’ve never
met anyone the same species as me, so I don’t even know what we’re
called. I don’t even know if this is my home world.”

Feeling miserable for the little
orphan’s plight, Nicole lifted her arm again. “I’m sorry, both for
your family and for how mean I’ve been.” Being an orphan was bad
enough. But an orphan with no past?

Lily levitated over, ignoring the
waiting arm and touching down on Nicole’s shoulder. Oddly, the new
weight felt comforting. Lily dangled her tail around Nicole’s neck,
kicking out her large feet. Then, suddenly, her face bloomed into
excitement. “Maybe I don’t know a way back to Earth,” she said,
“but that’s not to say we can’t find one. Me, I’ve always had a
dream— a crazy one, sure, but a dream—to go on some wild, daredevil
adventure to the distant reaches of the galaxy. And with a human!
It’ll be amazing!”

“You mean that?” Nicole
said in awe. “You’ll help me?”

“Yep.”

“Really?”

“Really,
really.”

“But why? I’m just some
stranger who showed up on your... doorstep, I guess.”

“Me, I’m enthralled by
names. And yours means something special, like I said. I’d like to
see what kind of victory you’re going to bring to your people. Not
to mention we can have fun along the way. And me, I love fun. And
you’ll have time to tell me about all about your Earth
things.”

“Well... thanks. I owe you
one.”

Lily giggled. “You’re silly. Our
adventure will more than make up that debt. For now, though, you
hungry?”

“Sure. I mean, yeah, I
am.”

“Me, I’m starved. Let’s
get out of here and find some fruit. I know the choice
groves!”

Lily made a flying dash for the forest
and Nicole thoughtlessly gave chase, suddenly crying out and
falling to her knees. The sprained ankle. She’d forgotten. Lily
hovered over her with obvious curiosity. “You okay?”

“Yeah, fine. Just
great.”

Her new friend caught the sarcasm. “If
you’re hurt—”

“No, I just need something
to lean on. A stick, something like that.”

“I’ll find one. Stay
here.” Lily zipped off into the woods.

“Hey, don’t worry. I’ll be
right here. No way am I going anywhere.”

Nicole leaned back, plopping down with
a firm thud. Yawning, she stretched out her legs, wincing when the
ankle wobbled slightly. The river bubbled behind her, splashing
over stone and sand. She poked at a patch of grass, young, springy,
and fresh from the recent rains. And so different from the hot
nightmare of Earth. The bushes at the edge of the forest rustled,
and Nicole glanced up lazily. “Found a good one?” she called out.
Lily didn’t reply. Assuming, of course, that it was
Lily.

Suddenly Nicole was alert, struggling
to her feet. If it wasn’t her new friend that was lurking about,
she was in a bad spot. Defending herself would have been hard
enough at prime condition. A sprained ankle increased the
difficulty tenfold. Anything more than hobbling was painful.
Running was out of the question. A sprint to safety? Maybe in her
dreams.

Something flew out from the bushes,
landing at Nicole’s feet. She leapt back and crumpled to the
ground, inches from the object. The rustling stopped, so she leaned
closer to take a look. What lay before her was a tiny bundle made
of leaves just small enough to fit in her palm. Nicole picked up
the leaves and they fell apart in her hand, revealing a scoop of
shimmering blue powder. Confused but curious, she rubbed a little
between her fingers. “Lily, what’s this?” she shouted. But still
her friend was silent.

Wondering if it was meant for her
ankle, Nicole rubbed some over the injury. Her skin glowed cerulean
as the powder seeped into her flesh, warming her leg as it did. And
then— magic. There wasn’t another word to describe what happened
next. As the glow faded, so did the pain. And the sprain. Leaning
on her ankle, Nicole realized it was healed.

Lily rocketed out of the trees.
Clasped tightly in her paws was a long, sturdy branch.

“Wow, Lily,” Nicole
called, seeing her friend. “Thanks. The pain—it’s gone! My ankle’s
fine.”

“Me?” Lily replied,
stopping short. “I didn’t do that.”

“I mean your
powder.”

“What powder?”

They exchanged confused glances. Both
turned to look at the forest. But everything lay still and quiet.
No sign of anyone.

“Let’s just go,” Nicole
said. She felt thoroughly spooked, and based on Lily’s face, her
friend was no less frightened.

They began their trek through the
forest, Nicole stumbling and picking a path behind Lily. After a
few moments of silent pondering, Lily burst out, “So where do you
think the powder came from?”

“I don’t know,” Nicole
admitted. “But I’m not sure I want to know. I’ve got bigger
problems to worry about.”

Lily nodded. “Like getting
home?”

“Yeah.”

“Me, I don’t get it. How
did you end up here, anyway?”

Nicole laughed halfheartedly. “Would
you believe me if I said magic?” As proof, she took out the pocket
watch.

“Wow!” Lily exclaimed.
“What is it?”

“That’s just it. I’m not
sure. Whatever it is, this is what’s responsible for sending me out
here.”

“Wow,” Lily repeated, and
then they lapsed into silence.

Nicole stored the watch away and let
her thoughts drift. She wondered about her apparently inexplicable
appearance in the forest. And about the blue powder. And about the
mysterious rescuer who had saved her from the river beast (a
creature Lily identified as a Klith) and the waterfall. Someone was
watching out for her. But who? And why?

He leaned out over the
forest, easily balancing on a branch some thirty feet from the
ground— not, of course, that he particularly enjoyed dangling from
trees. Not these stubby ones, anyway. The tallest ones in this
forest were maybe... maybe... three hundred feet high. He
spat. A fool’s challenge. But for now, this was the best way to
follow the Earth child and her friend, who were both proving
difficult to manage. Especially Nicole. She seemed to have a knack
for putting her life in peril.

The otter-like creature grimaced as a
pulse of blood trickled down his left arm. Klith bites—nasty
business. Slow to heal, tough to stem. He glanced at the leather
belt encircling his waist and pulled out a small pouch. A sprinkle
of blue powder acted as a pain killer. Of course, he could probably
have healed the same wound with a slightly larger dose. But the
fugitive wanted a reminder of how dangerous impulses could
be.

Granted, it wasn’t like he’d had any
other choice. Only he hadn’t wanted to intervene so early. It
wasn’t time just yet. He released a hiss of breath. But he couldn’t
have left her in the open field at night. The night creatures that
prowled those parts left nothing more than gnawed bones when they
were through. As for the Klith, he had waited until the last
second, pulling her from the sheer jaws of death.

The powder had been a mistake. A
sprained ankle wasn’t worth raising suspicion. But he just felt
sorry for her, somehow. She was an innocent—so far. And it was the
least he could do.

A fluttered of crimson wings signaled
an arrival. He glanced at the shining, red-gold phoenix, Kyria, as
she alighted on the branch beside him. She avoided him as he
reached to stroke her. It was a test. For as long as he’d known
her, Kyria had willfully accepted the touch of only one creature,
her chosen owner, a man who’d raised her from an egg. For him she
would sacrifice anything, as he would for her.

The fugitive pulled back into the
shelter of dense growth when Nicole and Lily passed beneath the
tree. As Nicole went by, she suddenly stopped and glanced up. She
seemed to look directly at him for a few seconds. He didn’t budge,
and she looked innocently away. As Nicole and Lily moved away, he
tracked them silently through the trees, wondering if her glance
had been accidental or if she had somehow sensed someone was
there.

Kyria crooned to remind him of her
presence. He whispered a request for her to fly ahead and scout the
area. Night was coming, and it was essential that Nicole and Lily
find a safe place to rest, even if he had to somehow show them the
way.

Almost
time, he thought as the phoenix soared
away. Almost.


Chapter Five – The
Various Doohickey Place

 


They’d found a good place to stay
until morning. A safe place, anyway. Nicole didn’t like the thought
of clambering up into trees, balancing between branches dangling
half a dozen yards up in the air, and avoiding a fatal plummet for
the second night running, but Lily promised that it was the safest
option. And since getting mauled and devoured wasn’t anywhere near
the top of Nicole’s to-do list, she reluctantly agreed. Sleep came
quickly, and Nicole dreamed of the strange varieties of fruits Lily
had gathered for them that day. The dream was silly, but she woke
up refreshed, ready for a new start.

After a quick breakfast of more fruits
and some tart orange berries, they trekked about half a mile to the
edge of the forest according to some plan of Lily’s. They started
late and the going was slow, and as far as Nicole could tell it was
about noon when they first caught sight of the sky and the suns
through the thinning trees. Another hour brought them to the
boundary where trees met grass, long, swaying, and brown-yellow.
Here they stopped, deliberating.

“Me, I think our best bet
would be to cross over,” Lily reasoned. “Beyond the plain’s a
wasteland, but we make it past that and we come out on some big
cities. Someone there can get you home.”

Nicole wasn’t as confident. “You’re
sure about the cities?”

“Yep!”

“And you know where to
go?”

“Sure. Now come
on!”

“It’s just, I... well,
see—”

But Lily was long gone, flipping
aerial cartwheels and humming a cheerful alien melody. Nicole
followed halfheartedly. She was glad they finally had some sort of
heading but worried about leaving the shelter of the forest.
Prairies didn’t lend themselves to protection if anything happened.
Just the thought terrified her.

Not wanting to get left behind, Nicole
chased after her friend. She soon caught up, and Lily bounced onto
Nicole’s shoulder. The tall grass waved playfully around them, a
monotonous landscape of amber and copper stretching to the blue
horizon.

The tranquil scene was not to last.
Thick clouds, heavy with the threat of thunder, formed by the
horizon and stalked across the plain. The storm swelled quickly.
Lightning sizzled, matched by great claps of thunder. Gusty wind
flattened the grass. The very air seemed heavy with
dread.

“What’s happening?” Nicole
yelled over the howling wind and the roaring thunder. “I’ve never
seen a storm come up so fast!”

“Looks bad!” Lily shrieked
back.

“See, I knew going was a
bad idea! We should’ve stayed in the forest!”

“Should have spoken up,
then! We’re stuck now! You—”

“Okay, fine, you’re right,
whatever! It’s no time to argue. We need shelter, now!”

“But where—”

Lily broke off, wide eyes revealing
she was frozen by fear. The dark clouds formed a funnel that
reached down from the pitch-black clouds and tore at the wildly
writhing grass. A second later it spun and roared across the plain
in a wild fury.

“Twister!” Nicole
screamed, breaking into a sprint. Lily gripped her shoulder,
struggling to hang on. The frenzied winds sucked at them. Lily’s
terrified screams pierced the air. Cold and desperate, pummeled by
wind and darkness, Nicole collapsed, clutching at the alien. She
tore at the ground to stop them both from being pulled away. But it
was hopeless, and she knew it.

A flash of scarlet amid the chaos drew
Nicole’s attention. Soft, echoing music flooded her ears. The sound
gave her strength. Forcing herself to stand, she stumbled
forward.

Nicole suddenly thought of the golden
pocket watch. She snatched it from her pocket. Lightning streaked
overhead, its fire reflecting off the gold cover. Nicole felt for
the large button on the side. She pushed it and the cover snapped
open, all sixteen blue buttons shining. She would push one of the
buttons, any one of them. It didn’t matter. Nothing and no place
could be worse. The tornado was gaining. The sky pressed down upon
them.

Then lightning flashed across the sky,
illuminating a single structure for a brief instant, etching it on
the horizon. Realizing that the building was their only chance,
Nicole jammed the watch into her pocket and broke into a flat-out
run, Lily in her arms. The distant, soothing music still resounded
in her ears, grower louder as the building loomed closer. As they
approached, Nicole saw that the structure was a little stone
cottage. She saw Lily’s mouth move in a shriek, though the sound
was lost in the storm.

Screaming winds and freezing rain
whipped and tore at her clothes. Pelted by rain, swept by wind, and
deafened by thunder, Nicole fought on. Thoughts of shelter, fear of
the raging storm, and the echo of the music and the lingering
feeling of warmth that came with it kept her moving.

Finally, her weary fingers grasped the
doorknob of a massive and ancient wooden door. She wrenched it open
with the very last of her strength. The door slammed inwards as she
and Lily fell forward onto the floor. Nicole crawled forward,
fighting against the sucking winds. But then the door swung shut of
its own accord, muffling the sound of the storm behind its thick
frame. A bell tinkled softly overhead.

Nicole mopped her dripping face with a
sleeve and looked around. Surrounding her was a cozy shop with rows
upon rows of goods. Some of the items she recognized, such as the
warm- looking blankets and rugs piled high along the walls. Other
goods, including a pile of wooden poles riddled with more holes
than Swiss cheese heaped by the door, were so bizarre that Nicole
couldn’t even begin to fathom what they might be used for. The room
was spick and span. And crowded. Even the crossbeams overhead were
clean and wiped and draped with cloth for sale.

A squat and rather round human-looking
woman with overlarge eyes made an appearance from a shadowy corner.
Her black-brown hair was pinned up in a neat, fat bun. Voluminous
silver robes swallowed her body. She tut-tutted impatiently as the
two companions, weary from their narrow escape, rose shakily to
their feet. As soon as they were up she ushered them towards the
rear of the shop.

A wooden sign dangled at a crooked
angle above the counter at the very back. Scrawled on the sign was
a short phrase in what appeared to be about a hundred different
languages, none of which Nicole recognized. Words written in thin,
curvy script were squeezed into every corner, battling for space
and crushed into one another.

The woman vanished through a beaded
curtain and came back a moment later carrying warm, fluffy towels.
Nicole eagerly accepted them, mumbling her thanks.

“Glad we got these!” Lily
exclaimed. “It’s too cold in here.”

“Ah!” the woman said
knowingly, rushing behind the curtain again and coming out with a
scarlet-feathered quill. “English.” Picking her way through mounds
of goods, she took down the sign, scratched something in the top
right-hand corner, and stuck it back up over the counter. The new
phrase read:

The Various Doohickey
Place

“Oh, you poor things,” she
said, setting the quill on the counter. “I can’t imagine how you
two got caught in that storm, but you can rest here until you feel
ready to go. Would you like something to eat?” Without waiting for
a reply, she continued, “Yes, of course you would. And you, dear,
need a change of clothing. You’re dripping wet, and your friend’s
right. It is freezing here. Wait a moment, please.”

“Thanks,” Nicole said,
though she said it to the air because the woman had already
disappeared through the curtain behind the counter. Turning to
Lily, she added, “Well, that was weird.” Staring for a few more
seconds, she cracked up with laughter.

“What?” Lily asked,
clutching the towel in her small paws.

“Your tail,” Nicole choked
out.

“What about my...
eek!”

“Static electricity. Gets
me every time, too.”

While Lily tried to flatten the poof
that was her fluffy tail tip, Nicole looked again around the shop.
She was unable to shake a feeling of misgiving about the seemingly
kindhearted shopkeeper.

A few minutes later the woman returned
with cloth draped over her arm and two bowls of some strange
berries glazed with thick syrup. Nicole didn’t know what had been
prepared for them, but she didn’t bother to ask; she was too hungry
and exhausted to care. She grabbed the bowls eagerly, thrust one at
Lily, and immediately dug in. Her teeth crunched around the small,
hard berries that prickled her tongue with a cold sensation like
eating ice.

As the woman watched them shovel down
the food, she said, “My name is Madam Banda, and I am pleased to be
of service.” She bowed low and gave her guests an unnerving smile.
“And here’s a fresh shirt, dear. Wouldn’t want you to catch a cold,
now would we?”

Turning, she walked away and
disappeared behind a row of shelves crammed with silverware. Her
voice floated to them. “Once you’re dry, feel free to look around.
Maybe you’ll find something interesting. You never know what will
turn up around here.”

Making sure Lily was busy with her
food, Nicole pulled off her soggy jacket and shirt, glad to change
into something warm. She pulled on the soft shirt and wrung her
jacket till it was nearly dry. Preferring the cold of her own
clothing to that of the chilly shop, she slipped back into the
jacket.

Slurping up their last bit of food,
the companions set about examining the strange shop. Curious
objects lined the shelves. Intricate gadgets, funny doodads,
fantastic weavings, quilts, clothing, decorations—but nothing that
really interested Nicole. They drifted apart, and suddenly Nicole
found herself at the back of the shop, staring down into the glass
counter. There she saw something dangerously beautiful.

“Hey,” Nicole called to
Lily. “Check this out.”

The display was packed with gems and
jewelry, bangles and bracelets, decorated ribbons and rings. Among
the tangle lay a single dagger. The silver blade, cleaved at the
tip, was double- edged and serrated. The handle, black as night,
bore crimson lettering. Through Nicole couldn’t quite place it, the
language seemed almost familiar.

The weapon was fierce, but tempting.
“Madam Banda?” Nicole cried out.

The shopkeeper appeared with a
stagger, her arms laden with cans, canteens, a smooth brown sack,
and a handsome leather belt. She dumped the supplies onto the
counter. “There, that should be enough. You were saying,
dear?”

“That dagger. It’s pretty
cool.”

“This one here?” Madam
Banda retrieved it. “Oh, yes, it’s a wonder, this little dear.
Saved my life once when I wasn’t confined to this old cottage. Seen
its fair share of adventure even before my time. Little story for
you... it’s been around long enough to have earned itself a
name—Cárine,
which means heart. It’s an enchanted dagger and will bring help
when you need it most. It can do extraordinary things. Trust me, I
know. It was a gift from an old friend. He told me to keep it out
of trouble, and I’ve kept that promise. Mostly,” she added with a
laugh.

Madam Banda offered forth the dagger.
Nicole took it, surprised at how warm the handle felt. It reminded
her of the phoenix and its mystical song. The spell was broken when
a sack, filled to the brim with provisions, was thrust into her
arms. “For the road, dear,” the shopkeeper explained. “I see you
haven’t got any supplies.”

“Thanks,” Nicole mumbled,
“but I don’t have money.”

“Don’t worry, dear. I like
to think that kindness always comes back to you. I always help
friends in need, especially those like you. You’re one of the few
humans I’ve seen since I left home long, long ago.”

“You mean... you’re from
Earth?”

“Of course. What did you
think?”

“B-but... but...
“

“A tedious story, dear.
Too tiresome to waste your time. You’ve got quite a job ahead of
you, you know.”

Nicole felt herself pull a face.
“Um...”

Madam Banda’s mouth wrinkled into a
smile of pity. “I’m getting ahead of things. You’ll see soon
enough.”

“Only job I’ve got,”
Nicole said, “is getting home. Speaking of—is there a city nearby?
Some sort of town? A village? Anything?”

“I’m afraid not. The
fastest way would be to head directly east, but that would lead you
right into the Ayédru wasteland. You wouldn’t like that, would
you?”

“Guess not.”

“What I suggest is bearing
due south for a day or so before turning east. You’ll avoid the
wasteland that way.”

“Sounds good. Thanks.
Er... I think this belongs to you.” Nicole tried to push the dagger
back at Madam Banda, but she wouldn’t take it.

“Tosh!” the shopkeeper
said. “Though I never thought I’d see the day when I’d give it up,
here we are, and now that dagger’s yours. It’s helped me countless
times, and I hope it does the same for you. Take this belt
too—there’s a nice little loop stitched on where you can hook the
dagger when you’re not using it.”

Nicole bobbed her head breathlessly.
“Wow. Thanks!”

The woman smiled kindly and clapped
her hands together. “But all those supplies are for later, dear,
when you leave. Here... we can pile them all up back behind the
counter for now. This shop is a refuge for wanderers, and you’re
welcome to stay here as long as you wish.”

“Thank you,” Nicole said
again, “but I think we’d best go. I’ve got to get home
soon.”

Madam Banda looked stunned. “You’re
sure? You look so tired, dear. Just a day, maybe?”

“Hey, don’t worry,” Lily
said, jumping into the conversation. “I’ll look out for her. Me,
I’m tough when I want to be.”

“I’m sure you are, but it
can be very dangerous on this planet.”

Nicole glanced towards the door.
“Uh... we can handle ourselves, I’m sure.”

“Perhaps you’d like some
more food?” Madam Banda encouraged. “Actually, I’ve got a lovely
little fireplace in the back—why don’t you curl up there in the
warmth and stay the night.”

There was something very, very strange
going on. Nicole wasn’t quite sure what, but she wasn’t planning on
staying long enough to find out. “Thanks,” she insisted, “but we
really have to go.”

But now Lily was hooked on
the idea. “But what about the fire?” she groaned. “And the food? We
could stay a little longer.”

“Listen,” she said
warningly, “we can’t. But thanks anyway.”

Madam Banda’s face creased in
disappointment. “Never a problem, dear. Come back any time if you
ever need anything.”

Slipping the belt around her waist and
clipping on the dagger, Nicole listened for sounds of the storm,
but it seemed that the worst had passed. Pulling open the massive
door, she peeked outside at a cloud-streaked but peaceful sky. The
grass shivered around her as she passed, soaking her jeans and
sneakers with raindrops. Lily took her usual place on one shoulder,
and Nicole hoisted the sack up over the other. “Thank you again!”
she yelled from a distance, waving.

“Goodbye, Nicole and
Lily!” the shopkeeper called out. “Have a safe journey! I hope you
find your way home soon!”

“Don’t worry! We’ll stay
safe!”

“One more thing!” Madam
Banda cried. “You’re headed south now. Follow that way for a day or
so, but remember to turn east!”

“I will!” Nicole called
back and burst into a sprint across the prairie. She hadn’t gone
far when Lily made her stop.

“Why’d you make us leave?
That woman was really friendly.”

“Exactly. Wasn’t it creepy
how much she wanted us to stay? I just really thought something
weird was up.”

“You’re overanalyzing,”
Lily snapped, but she didn’t force Nicole to turn back. In fact,
they went a long way before Nicole remembered something else
strange.

“Hey, did you notice that
she knew our names?”

“So?”

“I’m sure I didn’t mention
them. Neither did you. So how would she know?”

“Bet you did and forgot.
Anyway, what’s it matter? Got a journey ahead of us. Me, I think
that’s what’s important.”

But no matter what Lily said, Nicole
couldn’t help but think about the shop. She was certain she hadn’t
said their names, and besides—why would the woman give free
supplies and the dagger she cherished? She felt there was a secret
motive behind the shopkeeper’s intentions. And no matter how long
Nicole assured herself that all was well, she couldn’t shake the
feeling that their meeting had been very curious indeed.

***

Madam Banda cursed under her breath.
As soon as the companions were gone, she rushed to the back of her
shop. She flung aside the beaded curtain, hastening into a dusty
room that was quite the opposite of the neat, packed little shop. A
thin sheet of dust coated everything. The room was empty except for
a low-burning fire, a pile of sticks for kindling, and a window
that was slightly ajar to let in air.

The shopkeeper paused, glancing
briefly at the curtain. The beads rushed together, clattered, and
then were still. She squatted down on the cobblestone floor and fed
the flames a few pieces of wood. Then Madam Banda drew out a sack
and a metallic device from one of the pockets of her robe. A
translator
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