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ON THE RINGS OF SATURN

 

Tommy's eyes opened and he realized he wasn't home in his bed and sleeping anymore. He stood on the curve of one of Saturn's rings, which seemed weird at that moment. He looked to see his shoes pressing down on light and dust that somehow held his weight. The whole thing shimmered like frozen breath.

The planet Saturn didn't just fill the sky, it was the sky, a swirling marble of gold and amber clouds so close that Tommy felt he could fall into it. Storms the size of continents drifted silently beneath him while the other rings arced away in pale ribbons of ice and dust, glowing like frozen highways.

"Wow Saturn," Tommy gasped. "Is this real?"

"Does it seem real?" A manly voice said behind him.

Tommy turned to see Sammy the Salamander lounging on a stardust rock, or that's how Tommy would describe it, as Sammy flipped his tail and flicked his tongue.

"Sammy?" Tommy asked.

"Yes, It's me, Sammy. And that's how salamanders wave, flicking our tongues."

"Obviously I knew it was you. I created you, right? I just didn't know I created something that came alive. I'll have to remember to put that on my resume."

"You are impressive. For almost six?"

Tommy got almost indignant, "I'm close to nine. And I'd think that since I was the one who created you, you should be aware of that."

Then Tommy's face dropped as if he lost the golden ticket to get him into a famous chocolate factory. He reached into his front pocket, then his back pocket, then he spun around as if he might have dropped something way out here in space. But he found nothing.

"You're lost again, I see." Sammy commented.

"No. I just don't understand how I got here. I don't have my compass." Tommy was a little worried because if he didn't know how he got here and if he didn't have the compass then how would he get home?

"Don't worry about the how, kid. You wanted to go to Saturn.

That's the magic of choice."

Again, Tommy looked around as if he were missing something. He was. His sister.

"Where's Tammy?" Tommy asked.

Sammy shrugged, though salamanders have tiny shoulders, so Tommy didn't see that Sammy had shrugged, "She's not here. Why does she always have to be with you?"

"Because she's my sister and adventuring partner. I wish she was here to share this beautiful, amazing place with me. If it's not on her bucket list, it should be."

"You don't need her. You're a big guy, you could handle things yourself. Like me...Didn't you make me become the President or something?"

"You don't know if you were the President, which you were, which again, I feel you should know since that's a pretty big accomplishment for a salamander."

"By the way, you didn't win in Atlantis. Don't get too confident."

Tommy was confused, "Umm, we saved Atlantis. We returned the amulet to Picasso."

"Danger grows," Sammy the Salamander said as he was licking something off his space dust rock. Tommy could hear a fizz and a pop and more fizz and more pops coming from Sammy's mouth.

Sammy smiled, a salamander smile, and said, "l love Pop Rocks..."

Tommy's room looked like a modern boy's overly active brain trapped in an old cottage. Model tanks and airplanes hung from the ceiling, frozen mid-battle, and a poster of Saturn shared wall space with maps of Atlantis, a poster of the TV series Rocketship Flip and Cowboy Twip, and photos of faraway places Tommy swore he'd visit someday.

On his dresser, a dusty Rock'em Sock'em Robots game sat between stacks of One-Eyed Monster Monopoly and other board games and adventure books with bent covers. And on the far wall, his "vision board" more a clue board, mapped everything he couldn't stop thinking about; the compass, Maybelline, the amulet, Ms. Moonbeam, Pinkbeard, Trollo and the Trollo Pumpkin at Juan's Coral Caves. Every mystery deserved red string and push pins.

The room wasn't messy, just busy, like his head.

Tommy woke up suddenly and realized he was in his comfy bed in his comfy room, and not on one of Saturn's rings and he wasn't talking to Sammy the Salamander.

Tommy sighed, "Well, here I am, when I'd rather be on Saturn with a salamander."

Tammy entered Tommy's bedroom in some yellow bunny dinosaur pajamas with cat ears, and jumped on Tommy's bed, pulling him out of the covers.

"C'mon! Come to my room!" Tammy excitedly yanked at Tommy.

Tommy nudged Tammy away like a brother does, "l was on a ring on Saturn, and I didn't have the compass, and Sammy the Salamander was there, and you weren't."

"It was just a dream."

"It wasn't just a dream. It seemed real. And Sammy said that we didn't win in Atlantis."

Tammy nodded, "That's so false. We saved Atlantis! And salamanders can talk in dreams and they can be wrong."

Tommy thought, then said, "It didn't seem like a normal dream."

"Wouldn't it be boring to always have normal dreams?"

"This seemed very real, and Sammy liked Pop Rocks."

Tammy laughed, "That's funny. A salamander eating Pop Rocks." Again, Tammy pulled on Tommy's arm, this time forcing him off the bed and revealing his underwater astronaut PJS and his goldfish covered socks. Not pictures of goldfish that swim but pictures of goldfish that are crackers that you eat.

"l need you in my room! Stat! As they would say on those hospital shows that mom and dad talk about, though I don't know what stat means"

"It's short for statistics." Tommy answered.

"C'mon!" Tammy hurriedly pulled Tommy, like only a sister could, as they ran out of his room.

Tammy's room felt different. Where Tommy collected chaos, Tammy curated wonder. Her organized shelves were lined with stuffed animals, notebooks, and a Raggedy Ann doll sitting like royalty on her pillow. The walls were bright with drawings of their adventures; Atlantis, Transylvania, even a few of Ms. Moonbeam, and taped above them, a Jane Goodall poster beside a painting of Amelia Earhart soaring into the clouds.

A tent glowed softly in the corner, not a princess tent but something cooler made by her dad. It looked like a secret explorer's base in Antarctica made from Mr. Turner's old canvas rags, Ms. Ambrosia's old scarves and fabric, and some white sparkling lights. It was full of life and a little magic, but somehow, everything had its place.

Tammy yanked Tommy inside the tent and gestured "shh."

"What are we shushing for?"

"The voice!"

Then they heard the sweet voice of their mother, Ms. Ambrosia, call out, "Breakfast children. I have oatmeal with passion fruit, kingnuts and granola balls."

Tommy licked his lips, "My favorite breakfast, c'mon."

Tommy started to run out of Tammy's room and towards the kitchen. Tammy grabbed him, "No," Tammy said, "l heard something. It might be important!"

Tommy laughed, "Is your Raggedy Ann doll talking to you again? I told you, dolls don't talk. Not even in Transylvania or the NetherPlace. Dolls have nothing to say."

"My dolls can talk. And they're very complex and deep. But I'm not talking about a talking doll. I think it was the tent that was talking."

"I'm hungry, show me after breakfast. And you don't know what complex means."

"Yes, I do. Mom told me. And the voice might not be there after breakfast. I don't know the voice's schedule."

Then Tommy heard it. Ms. Moonbeam's voice, "Tommy, we all need to talk."

"Hello, Ms. Moonbeam? Is that you?" Tommy gasped in

surprise. The voice didn't answer. Tommy asked Tammy, "Was that Ms. Moonbeam?"

"No. It's my Raggedy Ann doll. Or I must make things up like Trollo."

"C'mon, did you wake up on the wrong side of Transylvania." Tommy laughed, "l believed you. I always believe you. Your honesty is a superpower."

"Thank you," Tammy said as she lifted the flap of her makeshift tent, expecting the usual blanket fort smell of crayons and old asparagus chip cookies, but this time, the air felt cooler, almost chilly, like it came from an unknown adventure.

Tammy ducked inside, pulling Tommy in to follow her.

"It's...different," she whispered. And it was. The tent kept going. "C'mon." Tammy continued to pull Tommy forward.

The scarves and blankets stretched into a never-ending tunnel, and the tunnel was filled with a soft blue light that seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere.

Tommy blinked, "Tammy, how many blankets did you use?"

"It's a never-ending tunnel like Transylvania was neverending Halloween."

Tommy laughed, "l knew we were due for an adventure, I mean every day's been almost the same, homeschool, games, exploring, snacks, more exploring, homework, dinner story time, then bed. It's been like that for weeks. We need excitement!" Tommy was anxious because they hadn't been on an adventure in a while.

Tammy shook her head, "Oh la de da, excuse me, I meant you're expecting an adventure every day, and if they happened every day, they'd be ordinary, not adventures."

Tommy shook away Tammy, "Don't ever la de da me again."

Ms. Moonbeam interrupted, "Hurry. Time presses."

Tammy and Tommy continued to run down the seemingly endless tent tunnel.

The tunnel opened. Tammy and Tommy were met with a rush of wind that smelled like morning in Transylvania, pumpkin-spiced coffee and witch soup. They stepped out of the tunnel and were standing on a mountaintop meadow, the kind that touched the clouds. Wildflowers dotted the green slopes, bending as if to welcome them, and the sky spread wide and the absolute blueness of the air was so close it felt alive.

Tammy was in awe, "Where are we?"

"Not having oatmeal with passion fruit, kingnuts and granola balls," Tommy replied. He was amazed at the horizon which seemed to go on forever. "Yeah, where are we? And why are we here?"

"Here? Now? It's a beautiful and peaceful place," Ms. Moonbeam said as if she walked out of a cloud onto the mountaintop meadow. "Hard truths belong in beautiful places, because if you speak about hard truths in depressing surroundings, they don't sound like there's true care involved."

Tommy sighed, "l don't understand the timing. Mom was calling us for breakfast, and I also just woke up from a dream about being on Saturn with Sammy the Salamander. I didn't understand it. It didn't feel right."

Ms. Moonbeam softly touched Tommy's shoulder and he quieted. He felt full of peace. "It wasn't right, Tommy. It was an intrusion."

"An intrusion?" Tommy asked.

"An intrusion into your safe space." Ms. Moonbeam paused, "I'm sorry to get to business, but I have reports that something's wrong in

another realm, and I need to send you both to help if that's okay with you."

"Is it a freaky adventure?" Tommy asked hopefully.

Ms. Moonbeam nodded. "It will be difficult and dangerous.

And it will be far away in a new realm with new creatures. And I must tell your parents that you might not be home for dinner. So yes, it might qualify, in your vague terms, as freaky."

Tommy's eyes widened. "Oh wow, we'll miss breakfast, lunch, and dinner? I'll have to put that in my personal world record book."

Tammy sighed, "And I am going to faint."

"Children, we must focus," Ms. Moonbeam said. "This is a time to walk straight and look to the light, not get distracted by the darkness around you."

"l don't like the darkness," Tammy said softly.

"l don't like it either...Before it came back, it had been a time of stability, of endless weekends with no worries and all play. But Trollo's theft of the amulet from Picasso began a chain of events that threatens the balance of everything. We need to protect the amulets."

Tommy asked quietly, "... there are more amulets?"

Ms. Moonbeam nodded, "There are five, children. Created from pieces of the Garden of Eden. You have seen Solara. You will see Verdara next. Each holds a piece of balance for our universe; order, continuance, will, clarity, and truth."

"And Trollo wants them all?" Tommy asked.

"Yes, Trollo wants everything. To get that, he needs the amulets," Ms. Moonbeam paused in thought, "l still haven't been able to understand how Trollo escaped his banishment, then went to Atlantis and started this mess."

"He has a magic umbrella," Tammy blurted out.

"Hmm," thought Ms. Moonbeam, "That gives me some information that I did not have. When the council meets next, it will be discussed."

"Wait, wait!" Tommy threw up his arms as if he were a referee in a backwards roller-skating race, "What about Trollo's magic umbrella and the council and the amulets? It's like a tornado of data, and my head is spinning like a chihuahua in a hot bath. There's so much to learn and know...What will Trollo do if he has all the amulets?"

"l don't know if Trollo is powerful enough to control them all," Ms. Moonbeam said, her tone darkening, "but there are dark beings in the dark worlds who might. And if Trollo gets these dark beings released, and if they retrieve the amulets, they could remake the world into a very dark place."

"But we took the amulet, or Solara, twice from Trollo, and gave it back to Picasso. And we made Atlantis okay, right? Didn't we do all that?"

Ms. Moonbeam
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