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        I have known leviathans and dragons

        And heroes and gods and very tall trees.

        I have watched them all fade away.

        Even the so-called immortals in their celestial halls

        Have only a brief moment in the very long river.

        But not everything goes away.

        There are eternal things more subtle

        Than a breath of fire or an invincible army.

        I see them from time to time,

        Mysterious and beautiful,

        Captured for a little while

        And held in a song

        Or a good story.

      

        

      
        — Unknown
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          A SORT OF HOMECOMING

        

      

    

    
      Jenny had just come home. Which is a peculiar thing because she was in a place she had never actually been before. But when you ask an ancient and mighty vahat to take you home, it may know more about where you really come from than you know yourself. And when that happens, you might find yourself in a home you’ve never seen. That’s what was happening to Jenny when she opened her eyes to find that she was lying face down in a field of tall grass that swayed and hushed on a soft breeze.

      On most days of Jenny’s life, and as far back as she could remember, nothing ever happened. Nothing that was too different from what happened the day before, anyway. But every once in a while, a day would bring a first. And firsts can be very important. First steps, first taste of chocolate, or lemons, first day of school, first kiss… a lot can happen in a day.

      This is especially true on the day you’ve somehow come to command an ancient and mighty vahat and you take your first voyage on the Eternal Sea.

      Since the vahat began talking to her about a week ago, Jenny had seen quite a few firsts. There was the first ever phone call from her grandmother, which was weird but very sweet. There was her first ever conversation with Isabel Warner, which was also weird but in a very different way that threatened all of Jenny’s hopes for the next four years of high school.

      That one seemed very important at the time, but by the end of the week it was almost forgotten. Because all of the other firsts that followed were terrifying and much more dangerous than Isabel Warner. Jenny had her first ghoul sighting. First conversation with an inanimate object. First real fight (also with a ghoul). Most important of all was the first real command she ever gave to the vahat. At the time, there was a one, maybe two-ton monster reaching for her throat, and she told the vahat she wanted to go “home.”

      When you come home again, even for the first time, just the taste in the air is like a warm welcome. You feel it deep inside, like a house feels a hearth fire in winter.

      Jenny breathed in the oddly familiar scent of this place. She turned her head against the lush grass like it was her pillow, letting her eyes adjust to the golden sun shining within a lavender sky.

      The harsh croak of a raven drew her eye to the black bird circling not too high above her.

      She had just begun to wonder why the sky was closer to purple than blue, when she noticed something flash in the sunlight from only a few feet away. It was her grandmother’s necklace, two halves of one amulet that made a single rune, attached to two broken silver chains, just lying in the grass.

      And finally, with her ear pressed against the ground as it still was, Jenny heard one more familiar sound that sped her heartbeat with a jolt of fear.

      It was the deep rumbling footsteps of a one, maybe two-ton monster moving toward her.
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          THERE ARE NO GUARANTEES

        

      

    

    
      You are welcome to think of this as just a story if you are able to. That seems to make some people feel better. As if just a story somehow means it’s not dangerous. Like saying just the wind when you are talking about a storm or the heavy breath of a monster in the dark.

      What follows is a faerie tale, more or less. And by that I mean that this is a true story, with all the benefits and dangers which hearing something true may bestow on the unwary.

      I do understand that there can be a great deal of confusion among your people about what makes a story true or not true. This is especially so for faerie tales. Humans usually don’t believe faerie tales are “true” unless they are helpful in some way. “In faerie tales,” says one popular notion, “you always get your wish.” Another insists, “you always live happily ever after.”

      Really? Always?

      Well, speaking as one who has told such tales for thousands of years, I’m sorry, but that’s not how these stories work. Most things that are true don’t really care how you feel about them, or what you’d prefer to believe.

      Faerie tales, at least the true kind, are told by people who still remember that there are other worlds above, below, and alongside their own — people whose eyes are open to glimpses of the faerie lights among the trees, the flash of the undine’s scaly tail in sunlit water, or the smokeless fire of the jinn hiding and watching from the lamplight.

      Such stories are not the wish-granting, happily-ever-after kind. They can be, but only from time to time. Most faerie tales, at least as they are told by those humans who actually lived them, involve entering a shadow world filled with equal parts wonder and fear. What arises from such journeys is often quite grim. There may be gruesome transformations, kidnappings, endless imprisonment in towers, poisoned fruit that looks too good not to eat, cursed shoes which might make you dance until you die of exhaustion… sometimes, bad things happen to good people and good things happen to bad.

      Sometimes good people triumph. But sometimes they don’t. There are no guarantees.

      I’m telling you this now because you seem to be on the verge of reading this next book in the story of Jenny and her wondrous vahat, and once again I feel I should offer a warning and the chance to re-think what you are about to do.

      There is much to be afraid of in this story. It illumines worlds you don’t normally see, and touches truths you don’t really need to know, at least not yet. There is beauty for a lifetime of pleasant dreams in these pages. But there is also the stuff of faerie tales; darkness, anger, jealousy, and fear. There is enough pain and sorrow to twist good people into bad. And enough hope and courage for heroes to arise where they are least expected.

      But there are no guarantees. And once the veil between worlds has been pierced, anyone who has eyes to see might learn something they’d be better off not knowing at all.

      Jenny was not the only one who noticed when the vahat arrived in La Niebla. There have long been many eyes and ears looking and listening for the return of that mighty ship.

      Jenny was also not the only one who lost someone special when a hole in the world opened within the old stone markers of the graveyard.

      At this moment, Jenny was almost impossibly far away from the home where she grew up. But at her house near the graveyard outside of town, some of those others were gathering. And an unlikely meeting of gods and monsters and another kid from Jenny’s school was about to take place.
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      Isabel Warner pedaled hard and fast toward the far edge of town, eventually veering her rattling bicycle onto a dirt road beneath a long corridor of arching oak trees.

      Everything on her bike clattered and clanked because Isabel had not ridden it in a very long time. All of the screws that held the adorable basket tightly to the handlebars and the once sparkling pink fenders to the frame had become loose, and the well-oiled chain had become caked in gray dust. Her bike used to be her most precious possession, but it was no longer seen outside of the Warner’s garage. Ever. Isabel didn’t need it anymore.

      As the most popular sophomore, probably in the whole history of La Niebla High, Isabel was never without a ride from older kids with cars. Boys and girls alike, even juniors and seniors, it always seemed that everybody wanted to go wherever Isabel wanted to be.

      But today, she didn’t want anyone to know where she was going. She didn’t want to talk about it and she didn’t want anyone to see. She had to go alone. Even if that meant riding her embarrassing old bike.

      The night before, at the All Hallows Eve-Eve Party in the graveyard, she had seen what most of the other kids had been too scared to stay for. They had all run from the sheriff when he drove up with blue lights flashing in the fog to break up the party. But when Isabel finally started to run, Her-Boyfriend-Ethan stayed.

      He stayed at the side of Jenny Shahin-Parker. For some reason. The old reason. The reason Isabel had never been able to figure out, or been anything close to happy about.

      When she realized Ethan was not with her, she had stopped running through the fog. As the other kids scattered in all directions until their voices vanished into the darkness, Isabel stood by herself. She looked back toward the flashing lights of the sheriff’s cruiser and watched and listened as things happened that she could not understand. Frightening things she couldn’t quite believe even though she had witnessed them. And which ended with her standing all alone in the graveyard after midnight.

      In the cooling sun of late afternoon, she pedaled her old bike along the dirt road just to the south of the graveyard, heading toward a house she knew was around here somewhere.

      Very soon she found what she was looking for. But not what she expected.

      Isabel had thought she would find the lonely old house where the sheriff lived with his daughter. She had planned to march right up to knock on the front door, confront Jenny Shahin-Parker, and demand an explanation for everything she saw and heard in the graveyard.

      The sights and sounds of monsters.

      And a girl on fire. She sent flames of golden light from her fingers and her hair and her eyes until she burned away the fog and the monsters all collapsed into piles of dirt.

      And, perhaps most mysterious of all, despite all she saw, she remembered hearing music. A song. A melody played over the loudspeaker of the Sheriff’s car. Sung by the gentle and ragged voice of an old woman. It had played over and over in her thoughts since that moment, a beautiful earworm she couldn’t kill. Of all the strange things she had seen and heard, it felt stranger still that this sound was the one thing she remembered most.

      Well, not most of all. Most of all she remembered a hole of swirling purple smoke opening in the earth within the ring of old stone markers. Jenny’s father had fallen into it. And Isabel’s-Boyfriend-Ethan… stupid, amazing Ethan had tried to save him. And Ethan fell into the hole with him. And they were both gone.

      Isabel stepped off her old bike and let it drop with more clattering. She stood before Jenny’s house, shocked by what she saw. Something terrible had happened here.

      The whole house was dented, battered and leaning inward from every side, as if it had been abandoned years ago. There was no door to knock on. It was broken, with shards of its red-painted wood strewn across the cracked threshold. Isabel stared at the catastrophe of a house. Empty and silent.

      As she wondered at the wreckage, Isabel realized how far from town she had come. And how telling no one where you are going leaves you alone when you get there.

      That’s when she felt the eyes watching her from the woods.

      She turned to one side, then the other, then made a slow, silent circle. All she saw beside the billowing green of oak trees and rolling hills of grass in all directions was a single bird. Too big for a crow, she was pretty sure it was a raven. Its black feathers gleaming in the sunlight where it sat on the branch of an oak tree.

      It did seem to be watching her. But Isabel knew the bird was not the thing that made her turn and look. There was something else.

      And so Isabel looked again to one side, then the other in another slow circle. And finally, at the end of the turn, she did see something else. Something large and dark moved behind the leaves of ivy hanging from shrubs and scrub oaks in the shadows beside the dirt road.

      Her heart sped up. It was probably a bear. Jenny Shahin-Parker did, after all, live out in the middle of nowhere.

      Even though she could see that no one else was around, and that something terrible had happened to this house, the idea of a bear lurking in the bushes made Isabel think this was not a good time to start pedaling away on her rickety bike like wounded bear-food.

      So Isabel stepped over the wreckage and into the silent house.

      Once she saw the inside, she forgot about the danger outside. Which was unfortunate, because the danger outside did not forget about her. And even though the thing that lurked among the leaves and shadows was indeed large and covered in rough black fur, and even though it had senses to track its prey, and razor claws and yellow fangs, it was not a bear. And it was not alone.
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          A BRIDGE TO EVERYWHERE

        

      

    

    
      Jed sat up in the near-darkness to find Hawkeye sitting still on his haunches, casually panting as his tongue lolled to one side. For a moment, Jed sat there too, perfectly still, staring at his dog in an otherwise empty and very dimly lit space.

      Neither one of them had a clue where they were or what had happened. But whatever it was, it was a little too much. So they just sat, Hawkeye panting, Jed rubbing his head beneath his hair as if that might get his brain working again.

      “We need some light,” Jed muttered to himself.

      Someone or something must have heard him, because the room got brighter.

      Jed and Hawkeye could now see that they were sitting on the floor of a large, round chamber. The walls were made of a dense stone, like black marble that tapered toward the center into a very tall chimney which disappeared in the shadows far above them. The chimney might have stretched fifteen feet or fifty. It was difficult to tell how far the shadows reached. But while he was looking, Jed noticed another peculiar thing about the walls, because Jed always noticed things that were peculiar. The entire room appeared to be carved from one single stone, with no signs of mortar or blocks.

      As he craned to study the walls and the chimney and back down the walls again behind him, Jed noticed a woman in blue medical scrubs sleeping on the only piece of furniture in this large and otherwise empty room. It was an antique couch made of dark wood and covered in colorful velvet pillows.

      Jed rushed to her side and Hawkeye followed.

      It was Gramma Sophia’s nurse, Imani, who Gramma Sophia said wasn’t really a nurse at all, but was ‘of the Order of Anadi.’

      At this moment, the strangest part of that story for Jed was that he had no problem believing it.

      He remembered the Order of Anadi from the many bedtime stories his grandmother had told him over the years. Of course, he remembered all the details because he always remembered details. But he didn’t know what to make of them, or anything else that was happening at this moment, for that matter. All he knew for sure was that this was the woman who had saved them, had pulled them from the hallway at the last instant and then fought the ghouls with a spear. She was the woman who Jenny was holding in her arms when the flash of light happened. And she was badly hurt, sleeping so deeply she couldn’t hear when he spoke her name.

      “Imani?”

      Jed looked closer at the ugly wound on her shoulder. He had seen it happen. The ghoul’s bite.

      Somehow, she was here. Hawkeye was here. And he was here.

      “Jenny?” Jed called out and his voice echoed off the dark stone walls.

      There was no answer.

      Jed looked again between Imani, his panting dog, and the shadows.

      “What is this place?” he asked no one in particular.

      “You are standing on the bridge,” said a deep voice with a peculiar accent.

      Jed was startled, naturally, but he was too curious to be afraid. Knowing what was happening at the moment was more important than being afraid. Suddenly he had a mystery to solve, which, generally speaking, was when Jed was at his best.

      He looked again around the large circular chamber. He saw no way in or out, except maybe through the chimney that stretched into shadows far above.

      He decided on another question.

      “The bridge to where?”

      “The Bridge to Everywhere,” said the voice.

      Jed thought about that for a moment.

      “I don’t understand,” he had to confess.

      “That,” said the voice, “is not my problem.”

      “Where are we?” Jed asked a little louder as his frustration was letting the fear back in.

      “We are ‘home,’” said the voice. “As the Captain ordered.”

      Jed did not know for sure that this was the same voice Jenny had been hearing for over a week now, but he suspected it was. It sounded just as Jenny had described it. And it called her “Captain.”

      “Home?” he asked. “Like… in our house?”

      “We are in the Realm of Ri,” the voice replied. “Home of the Shahin bloodline.”

      Jed knew that word, too. Like the “Order of Anadi,” the “Realm of Ri” was part of Gramma Sophia’s stories. Part of her imagination. At least, he’d always thought it was her imagination.

      “Well,” Jed puzzled over it. “How far is that from La Niebla?”

      “How far?” The voice asked.

      “Yes. I mean, how many miles are we from La Niebla?”

      “Oh, I see,” said the voice. “Zero.”

      “Zero?” Jed asked, and his fear calmed a little more as the mystery deepened. “You mean we are not any miles from La Niebla?”

      “Obviously.”

      “How can we move from one place to another without…?” Jed struggled to formulate the right question. “How can that be?”

      “Behold!” The voice said, very dramatically.

      A new light emerged from one area of the curved wall. Like the curtains of a huge window opening to a sunny day in a dark house.

      Jed squinted at the light until he could see green plants outside that looked more like leaves of grass the size of trees, and a sky that shined purple instead of blue.

      And the voice spoke again.

      “We did not move. We simply went to Ri.”

      Jed walked toward the massive window where a ten-foot-wide circle of the curved wall had disappeared, or had simply become invisible like the wall of Gramma Sophia’s room.

      He studied what he saw; the grass-trees, the purple sky, until he noticed Ragged Mountain, right where it would have been if they were looking at it from Gramma Sophia’s apartment in Alton Park.

      But they weren’t in her apartment. And there was no building. No parking lot. No roads. No traffic lights, people, cars, or any of what he should be able to see from her window.

      Jed was beginning to understand.

      “So, the Realm of Ri and La Niebla” he began a new question, “occupy the same space?”

      “La Niebla is one small spot in the realm we just left. Ri encompasses the entire sphere you call Earth as well.”

      “At the same time?” Jed asked, though he was already pretty sure he had figured it out.

      “At the moment, we are in the Wildlands, near the eastern shores of the Western Sea, known in the mortal realm as California and the Pacific Ocean.”

      “So… that’s a ‘yes?’” Jed studied the unmistakable features of Ragged Mountain in the distance.

      “Yes, all the known worlds of Earth occupy the same space.”

      “The known worlds?” Jed asked.

      “There are many.”

      “So, we are, right now… in another dimension?”

      “A higher dimension. Correct.”

      “And we didn’t actually move?” He voiced his thoughts as questions. “We shifted… almost like tuning a radio to pick up a whole different… reality?”

      “Your metaphor is imperfect, but close to what has happened,” the voice said. “We have shifted between two dimensions, two worlds occupying the same space. We were in the realm of mortals. Samsara. And now we are in Ri. Realm of various fae peoples and ruled, as of late, by the Jinn Emperor, Kuza Dur the Conqueror. Kuza Dur the Terrible. Kuza Dur the… ”

      “But how?” Jed asked again, trying to stay focused.

      “It’s what I do,” said the voice.

      “No, I mean,” Jed’s voice was speeding up and climbing higher as he searched for the right question that might solve this deepening and very strange mystery. “I mean, how is this possible?”

      “What part of ‘ancient and mighty vahat’ don’t you understand?” The voice asked, a bit annoyed.

      Jed considered the purple sky more deeply, speculating what might happen if the light from the sun were to hit an atmosphere of more or less density. It might change the color of the sky.

      “So, you really are,” Jed concluded, “a magic bottle?”

      “I am Nauka. That is my name. I remember now.”

      “But, you are the bottle?” Jed calmed as he felt he was getting somewhere.

      “I am an ancient and mighty vahat,” Nauka corrected. “But, ‘bottle’ is also accurate, in a manner of speaking.”

      Jed let that sink in for several moments before realizing he had to ask the same question one more time, just to make sure.

      “So, I’m talking to the same bottle that was in our house last night, right now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Awesome,” Jed said.

      “Thank you,” said Nauka, believing it to be a compliment.

      Jed took a deep breath because he knew that those grass-trees outside the window were not trees. It was the same wild grass that grows to a foot tall around La Niebla.

      “And we,” Jed asked as he turned back toward Hawkeye and the sleeping Imani, “are inside?”

      “Correct.”

      “Okay.” Jed looked around the great round room again. “Where is Jenny?”

      “Jenny?”

      “My sister,” Jed said. Then he added, “Your captain!”

      “Oh, of course,” said Nauka. “Behold!”

      And the view through the massive window shimmered and shifted to reveal a one, maybe two-ton ghoul stalking through the grass. Jed backed up a full step at the sight. Hawkeye jumped to his feet and started growling at it.

      About twenty feet from the monster, Jed saw his sister. She was flat against the ground, hiding among the swaying waves of wild grass.

      “Jenny!” Jed yelled. “We’ve got to help her!”

      “We?” The bottle asked.

      “Yes! She’s your captain, right?”

      “Well, technically I take orders from whoever holds the rune.”

      “The rune?” Jed quickly understood. “Gramma Sophia said the amulet was like a key. It’s the key that unlocks… you?”

      “In a manner of speaking.”

      “Well, where is it?”

      “Where is what?”

      “The rune, dummy!” Jed shouted up into the chimney. “Where is the rune?”

      “Behold!” Nauka’s voice boomed and the view through the window shifted again. Deep within the grass, about halfway between Jenny and the ghoul, lay two broken chains and two halves of the golden rune.

      The ghoul was getting closer to them both.
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          BAD IDEAS

        

      

    

    
      When you wake up in a field with a ghoul stalking about very nearby, there is not a lot of time to consider how you got there or if it is really happening. But Jenny knew that the sound she was hearing now, the slow quake of heavy footsteps, was quite real.

      She remembered the ghoul grabbing at the necklace around her throat just before the bright light. She guessed that, wherever she was right now, wherever they had gone when she asked to go “home” in Gramma Sophia’s room, the ghoul had come with them.

      Jenny was thinking about what her dad told her to do, a long time ago, if she ever saw a bear. “If the bear doesn’t see you first,” her dad said, “don’t move.”

      She didn’t think the ghoul had seen her yet, so she didn’t move. She stayed low and silent in the grass.

      With her head already turned, and her eyes looking toward the broken rune, the ghoul stepped right into the spot she was staring at. It stood over the two chains and the two halves of the amulet.

      It waited there for a moment. First it looked toward Jenny and she thought it saw her.

      Then it looked all around at its surroundings. And Jenny was pretty sure it had become suddenly nervous, maybe even fearful.

      Then it turned back and she knew for sure it had seen her when it flashed its needle teeth at her and bellowed its hideous cry.

      Jenny flinched and jumped quickly to her feet, not knowing what she would do after that.

      The creature took one more step toward her, then stopped. Its ghastly head, made of animated earth, damp roots and stones, tilted to look upward. The black bird Jenny had seen before lingered and circled not far above them.

      When the ghoul turned toward her again, Jenny stared into the hollow holes where eyes might have been.

      Then, after a moment of both of them standing perfectly still until Jenny was absolutely certain she was about to be eaten, the ghoul seemed to reach a decision. It stooped to the ground and its earthen hand poured over the necklaces like a mudslide until the two halves of the rune had disappeared, absorbed into its body.

      Then the monster turned and ran back the way it had just come, its earthen feet smashing the grass and shaking the ground as it went.

      Jenny watched the ghoul running away across the field with her mouth wide open until she remembered to breathe again.

      And while she was breathing, grateful that she hadn’t been eaten, she noticed another unexpected sight beneath the strange purple sky. The ghoul was running toward Ragged Mountain.

      She looked again and in every direction she saw something familiar. The rise and fall of the land. The trees. Ragged Mountain.

      She was in La Niebla. But somehow, not.

      The land was right, but La Niebla was gone.

      And when she thought of the town being gone, she very suddenly thought of her mother, missing for over twelve years, and how her Gramma Sophia had said that Jenny might somehow find her again.

      Then she thought of her father, and Ethan, and that horrible hole in the world they had fallen into, and how Gramma Sophia had insisted that she would not find them, ever again.

      She sat back down in the grass as her legs lost the strength to hold her.

      She was alone. More alone than she’d ever been before. And, so quietly that no one would have even noticed if she wasn’t so alone, she started to cry.

      “Jenny!” Jed’s voice came at her from all directions at once.

      Jenny jumped back to her feet.

      “Jed!” she called out. “Where are you?”

      “I’m…” Jed paused, his voice still coming from everywhere. “I’m inside the stupid bottle!”

      “What…?” Jenny started to ask but then realized she didn’t care about what was or wasn’t possible at the moment. “Where are you?”

      “About twenty yards away from you. Down the hill.”

      Jenny didn’t even think about what to do. She took off running down the hill and in a moment, she found what she was looking for.

      The strange bottle of black stone, with a shimmering golden rune at the top of its long tapering neck, stood within the grass.

      “Jed?” She shouted at it. And now, she needed to know. “What’s happening?”

      Fortunately for Jenny, Jed had already figured out a good portion of that very question.

      “Well,” he said, “this bottle seems to be some kind of vehicle. It’s magic, I guess. It’s also kind of a jerk.”

      “Magic?”

      “Well, yeah, I think so. Although, Arthur C. Clarke said that ‘any sufficiently advanced technology would seem like magic to us,’ and that seems to be pretty true, so… yeah, it’s something like magic.”

      “But, what did it do to us? What happened to La Niebla?”

      “I think we are in La Niebla right now.” Jed explained. “From the position of Ragged Mountain, I think we’re still in Gramma’s living room at Alton Park.”

      “Well, where is Alton Park, then?”

      “The bottle says it’s in another dimension.”

      “Another…?” Jenny was so confused she felt like she might scream. But she brushed that feeling aside for the much more important problem at hand. “How is that possible?” she demanded.

      “What part of ‘magic bottle’ don’t you understand?” Jed asked.

      Jenny got the message. Whatever was happening to them, however weird it seemed, it really was happening.

      She calmed down.

      They needed a plan.

      “Okay,” she said. “How do we get back to La Niebla, then?”

      “Yeah, well,” Jed squirmed a little, “I’m not sure we can.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, the bottle and I have been talking and… you know how it thinks you’re its ‘Captain?’”

      “Um… sure, yeah.” Jenny
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