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Change is the law of life. And those who look only to the past or present are certain to miss the future. John F. Kennedy

People spend too much time finding other people to blame, too much energy finding excuses for not being what they are capable of being, and not enough energy putting themselves on the line, growing out of the past, and getting on with their lives. J. Michael Straczynski
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WHEN DOES ONE BEGIN to accept one’s lot in life?  

Or, rather, when should one begin?

How much effort should one put into changing one’s station in life, one’s circumstances, one’s own nature?  How hard should one fight before accepting what is and what is not?  How much proof does one need before relaxing one’s hold on one’s life?  Or the lives of others?

Or the lives of a nation?  

When should one relax?  How hard should one hold fast to an ideology that perhaps no longer even serves one, but looks, sounds and feels of such antiquity, such steadfast longevity, that it cannot possibly be wrong, no matter how much evidence there may be to the contrary?  Are ideals really so very immutable?  Are ideas?  Are lives?

Is a nation?
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LAURA AXEL FROZE, HER hand just touching the mail in the mailbox, her eyes staring at the gaping blackness within, a feeling of dread rushing up within her stomach.

Bills.  Blech.

She stood there a few moments, feeling with her intuition, and gazing into the darkness of the mailbox.

It wasn’t usually this dark, she reflected as she stared.  It was the first touch of evening, about the time she usually walked out to get the mail.  Not so bright out that she needed her usual floppy hat and sunglasses, but not so dark that she couldn’t see inside the mailbox.  

Had Iain painted it? she wondered, her vampire eyes focusing on the dark, trying instinctively to see what this was, and what it was doing in her mailbox.

And then she realized how silly she was being.  Of course this wasn’t paint, she thought to herself as the darkness began to grow around her hand.  She smiled to herself.  Of course not.

As she watched, fascinated, the darkness reached out delicate tendrils to caress the skin of her hand, brushing with a gentle, icy tingle before retreating and becoming a normal mailbox again, with the normal dark of evening.  

And then it was gone.  Just like that.

Laura blinked and withdrew the mail.  Her psychic intuition hadn’t kicked in in a while.  She wondered if something was up.

She closed the mailbox slowly, a little smile working its way onto her face, and padded back indoors.

The group hadn’t had any adventures for a while, she reflected as she closed the door.  Things were going pretty well in their corner of Northern Indiana.  The others’ lives were pretty peaceful.  Will and Helen Foley’s marriage had never been better; Helen was enormously successful in running her dance studio, and Will’s DJ’ing career at the local classical music station was running smooth.  

Iain’s I.T. job was doing decently enough, though it had been lagging just a bit lately.  He supplemented that with his burgeoning mediumship and spirit-walking talents.  Laura, meanwhile, had just had an article published, and she was in fact beginning negotiations for a book deal.  Little Constance was growing like a weed, as was her own mediumship (“Just like her daddy,” Iain would say proudly, and Constance would light up like a moonbeam).

Their mysterious and sometimes reclusive friend Storm was doing fine.  She’d just published a book of colonial era recipes, home remedies and stories, claiming they’d been handed down from mother to daughter over generations (she’d never tell the world that in fact she’d lived during those times and was merely reminiscing when she wrote it).

Yes, things had been pretty quiet and mundane for a little while, Laura thought as she sat down in her reading nook, relaxing with her bottle of cow’s blood and grumbling at today’s bills.  It was just about the right time for something to come up to disrupt their quiet suburban lives.

She took a nourishing sip of blood, leafing through the mail, and glancing toward the stairwell as she heard her husband padding downstairs.  Leaflet... bill... bill... coupon book... bill... plea for money for some global wildlife outfit... bill... bill... bill............

...not a bill.

Laura stopped cold on a letter as she felt Iain’s arms slide warmly around her waist.  A little growl began in his throat as he leaned down to kiss her shoulder.

A flush of heat whipped through her as his hands began to move, and the blood drained from her face as she stared at the return address.

“Not now, Iain,” she muttered to her husband, her eyes fixed on the sender.  JULIET PALAKIKO, ESQ.  OFFICE OF KAHALE, PALAKIKO, AND BROWN.

She snarled at her husband, who apparently hadn’t heard her.  His animal side was coming out again.  “Not now,” she said irritably, swatting his exploring hands away.  This only added fuel to his animal fire, and he latched onto her again, his fingers curling into claws, his growl rolling into a purr.

Laura growled exasperatedly, turned to him, clasped his face hard in both her hands, fixed his green eyes with hers, and said firmly, “Iain?  Amethyst.”

At the special code word, Iain snapped back to himself again and stared at her in mute surprise for a moment before the human world sank back in.  She let him go, and he stepped back, flushing, turned and padded away dejectedly to find his amethyst amulet.

Laura sighed and sat back down in her nook.  She didn’t want him to feel bad about his animal side... it was part of him, after all, being Primal, a Wildish vampire...  And it was hard enough being Wildish in a human world that didn’t understand what it was like.  

Although he was lucky.  He had another wild one to be Wildish with: his vampire brother Alex, who came around occasionally to run with him in the woods out back.  And he had not only his brother to be Wildish with... but his human daughter Constance as well.

Just like her daddy.  Laura smiled.  Just like her Wildish daddy, in so very many ways.  

Laura was almost jealous sometimes: they shared a bond that she would never experience.  She herself wasn’t Wildish; she was a domesticated suburban vampire through and through.  Although Iain often said everyone had a bit of the wild in them.  A throwback from our primitive ancestors, he would say.  

But if she had an animal side within her, it was buried deep, too deep to peek out in the mundane, everyday human world filled with bills and mortgages and day jobs and pediatrician visits and reality TV.  She was fine with this.  The world had enough strange in it without her hearing the call of the wild.  

Although she wondered sometimes what it was like, to let go of your human side and let the animal run free... she was okay without it.  Someone needed to stay on the human side, to rein things in when they were getting out of hand.

Still, she tried to be an understanding wife and mother.  She let Alex come by any time he wished (he made the most wonderful blood-wine, which he always brought with him when he came), indulged Iain’s and Constance’s romps in the woods together, even had fun with Iain when his animal side poked out while they were alone.  She had to admit, that was... that was fun.

But, damn it, sometimes she just wasn’t in the mood.

Like now, for instance.  Laura stared at the letter in her hand.  Juliet Palakiko.  Kahale, Palakiko, and Brown.  Her grandmother’s family law firm on the Big Island of Hawai’i.  

She hadn’t heard that name in many a year.  Come to think of it, she hadn’t heard from her grandmother in years either.  In her dottering old age she’d become reclusive, shying away from family gatherings, shying away from anything that took her away from the island, in fact.

The envelope looked as though it had gone through an old address before getting to her.  She realized she hadn’t kept up with phone numbers over the years either.  They’d probably tried to call her, to no avail.  Finally, though, the envelope had found its way to her.

With a fluttering stomach, thinking she knew what she was about to read, Laura opened the envelope.

As she read, her stomach stopped its fluttering and grew still.

“Hon?” Iain said, approaching her, fondling his amethyst pendant.  “Sorry about that.  I—”  He paused, seeing the flush in her face and the tears glistening, hovering over her eyes, threatening escape.

He rushed to her.  “What’s wrong?” he asked urgently, taking her hands in his.  He glanced down at the letter.

“Grandma Leilani,” Laura gasped, clutching the letter shakily even as his hands clutched hers.  Her brown eyes met his.  “She passed away last week.  A neighbor came to check on her and just...”  She dropped the letter, and Iain gathered her into his arms and held her.  “I’m sorry, babe,” he said to her as she cried.  “I know you used to be close.  Come on.”  He walked her over to the couch, and they both sat.  He lay down and pulled her down atop him, her ear to his chest, listening to his heart beating as he stroked her hair.  She curled up against his unnatural body heat, letting the tears flow as they may, and relaxed by degrees.

They didn’t see Constance sitting at the top of the stairs, watching curiously.  She kept her distance and didn’t rush down to join them.  She knew whenever the two of them lay down like that, something bad was usually going on.

“They want me to fly down there,” Laura said after a while, sleepily curling her arm around Iain’s waist.  “They want me to go through her things.  Grandma has some things that she wanted me to have.  They’re still sorting out the estate.”  She nodded at the envelope, which contained three round-trip plane tickets.  “There’re tickets for you and Constance too.”

Iain looked over at the envelope in surprise.  He’d only been to Hawai’i once with Laura, on their honeymoon.  Trips abroad weren’t normally in his family’s budget, but Grandma Leilani had insisted they come stay with her for those glorious two weeks in her beautiful island home.  It was her wedding present to them, she said.

Come to think of it, their wedding and the subsequent honeymoon were the last time they’d ever really seen Grandma Leilani.  The old woman had seemed glad to be rid of the formal wedding proceedings, but then showered them with comforts and delicacies once they were in her home.  She’d even held a luau for them with some of her local friends and neighbors, complete with a three-tiered wedding cake with a cute little Hawaiian kissing couple cake topper.

She’d even had them do a whole new round of vows right then and there, a second ceremony on the beach.  It had felt a little funny, saying their vows twice, but they’d decided to humor the old woman who’d given them an all-expenses-paid honeymoon in Hawai’i.  

As it turned out, the ceremony was magical.  A friend of Grandma Leilani’s had officiated the impromptu ceremony (and had been suspiciously well prepared, as though she’d told him about it well ahead of time, rather than springing it on him as she had them).  They’d all gathered on the beach at dawn, and with the rising sun brightening ever more as they said their vows once more, they’d exchanged leis just as though exchanging their rings.  As they’d gazed into each other’s eyes, the officiant had spoken words in native Hawaiian, some of which Laura had understood from her years of growing up here in her grandma’s care, as being words of love and blessing. 

It had been a wonderful experience, and in the end they were glad they’d decided to humor the old woman.  They still had those leis somewhere, dried and packed away.

And after that, it had been a whirlwind of sights and sounds.  They’d gone to some of the obligatory tourist spots, Hilo Hattie’s, the Royal Hawaiian Center, the grand Buddhist temple, the Diamond Head State Monument, Pearl Harbor, and then Grandma Leilani had given them the real tour.  Black sand beaches, lava fields, amazing sights they’d never have seen anywhere else in the world.  And then there were the less public delights: Mack “Mackie” Jameson’s amazing made-from-scratch pizza, Nancy Keawe’s private cave art gallery, the secret fishing spots not even the tourism board knew about. 

It had been an amazing two weeks, and despite being utterly sick of pineapples by the time it was over, they’d been sad to leave.  

Grandma Leilani had tried to convince them to stay longer, of course.  The islands were in Laura’s blood, she insisted.  The fire of Pele ran through her veins.  And she would always come back here in the end.  And that was that.

They’d figured the old woman was just lonely.  Years of living on an island with only islanders and tourists for company... they didn’t blame her for wanting them to stay.  But in the end, the real world called them back.

And now, the island was calling them back to it once again.

“I’m sorry it has to be under these circumstances,” Iain said gently to his wife, stroking her back.  He looked up as Constance came quietly down the stairs.  He sighed to himself.  This wasn’t a conversation he was prepared to have with his little girl right now.

But Constance came regardless, and sat down beside them on the couch.  “Hey, sweet pea,” Iain said to her.  “Listen, go on up to your room, and I’ll come up and talk to you in a little bit, okay?  Mommy’s upset right now, and we need a little time.”

“It’s bad, isn’t it?” Constance said worriedly, not moving.

Laura lifted off of her husband and held out her hand to Constance.  “It’s your Great-Grandma Leilani Ka'ana'ana,” she said, sniffling back tears as Constance took her hand.  “She’s... she’s passed away, honey.”  She wiped tears away with her free hand.  “You never really got to know her.  She lived in Hawai’i, where I was born, and...”  She took a breath.  “And I’m being asked to fly out there and go through some of her things.”

Constance nodded sagely to her mommy.  “He says to pack your leis, whatever that means,” she said matter-of-factly.  “And to pack plenty of puzzles for me.”  She nodded once, officially, the final word given.

Laura froze, and gazed into her daughter’s bright green eyes.  “You... mean Chet, honey?”  

The spirit of Chet Knightley hadn’t been around much lately, or at least not much that they’d seen.  There had been a time when he’d stuck around them constantly, observing their adventures, offering advice from beyond when needed, and making sure they were all right.  

But since there hadn’t been any adventures in a while, he’d been content to hover in the backdrop.  He still liked to hang around Constance, as always, and only made the occasional appearance anymore.  Sometimes when they were in need of a little lightening up, he’d pull a harmless prank, or talk Constance into one.  He’d become like an old family friend to them over the years, one they hoped would never disappear entirely.  And only irritated them when he hid the soap, or rearranged the paintings in the living room or the books on the bookshelves.

Constance nodded.  “I know I’m going too,” she added.  “I know you’re going to need someone to catalog things for you.”  She smiled, happy that she was going to be of help.

Laura smiled tearfully at her, and pulled her in for a hug.  “They sent plane tickets for each of us,” she said in confirmation, relishing the feel and scent of her little one, the pride of her life, the greatest thing she’d ever made.  Iain joined the hug, wrapping his arms around his two favorite women in the world.

“But remember the leis,” Constance said warningly.  Iain and Laura laughed and relaxed and for a while, just let the warm, simple, sacred moment be.
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“ARE YOU SURE YOU DON’T want us to come with you?” Storm said into the phone as Laura nodded to Constance, who was picking things out to pack.  She shook her head sharply at a gaudy, rather unfortunate mistake she had made in the 80’s, in spite of Constance’s bright look of hope.  Her hopes dashed, Constance put the monstrosity away and moved on to other interesting things in her mommy’s closet.

“Will can have us all there in two shadows,” Storm went on.  “Heck, we can beat you there and meet you at the airport.”

“No, that’s fine,” Laura replied, waving Constance off without even looking at what she was holding.  Constance grinned evilly and snuck her item into the suitcase.  “It’s just a few things they want us to go through.  Grandma had a habit of collecting weird stuff from the island to use in her art projects.  She was particularly fond of lava pieces, things carved of lava.  Honestly, though, I don’t know what we’re going to do with it all.  Give it to a museum, maybe.”

Silence on the other end.  “Laura,” Storm said after a few moments, her voice deadly serious.  “You do know about lava, don’t you?”

Laura closed her eyes and sighed.  “I spent half my childhood there, remember?  Of course I know about lava.”  

Superstitions and highly held beliefs were rampant in Hawaiian culture, but none more deathly serious than those surrounding lava.  Any piece of lava found on the island was thought to be the child of Pele, the goddess of volcanoes.  To take one from the island, no matter how innocently, was regarded as stealing the goddess’s child.  Travelers who thought they were only getting an interesting little souvenir (and who would miss a rock, anyway?) found themselves having enormous runs of terrible luck afterwards.  Marriages ended.  Jobs were lost.  Cars broke down.  Health suddenly suffered.  Even houses burned down.  And every year, packages of lava or black sands found their way back to Hawai’i in droves, with pleas to Pele to end the reign of bad luck.

Laura had grown up knowing these things.  But Grandma Leilani hadn’t seemed all that worried about it.  Awful funny, she was sometimes.  But she would school Laura in the proper ways to treat lava, with care and respect to Pele.  She’d even let her hold a piece once, and asked with smiling anticipation whether she could feel the goddess energy within it.

Laura hadn’t felt anything in particular, holding the sharp little black piece of porous rock in her hand.  But she hadn’t wanted to disappoint her Grandma, so she’d said yes.

She’d always regarded it as a silly superstition, especially as she’d moved away from the islands and done the rest of her growing up in Arizona, where you were more likely to run into a wannabe Native American New Ager smoking peyote and warning about damage to the environment than an adamant Hawaiian native warning about the dangers of affronting Pele.

And all that stuff about marriages ending, cars breaking down... Laura had actually looked it up online, and found website after website of testimonials from people whose lives had gone south after coming home with a piece of the island.  Even Snopes had labeled this as a true story.  People really believed this was happening to them because of what they’d taken from the island.  

But that stuff happened every day, without the need for angry island goddesses.  Cars broke down.  People got sick.  Marriages ended.  There was no need to blame a rock from an island.

Still... why take the chance?

“Don’t tell me you believe in that stuff,” Laura said incredulously.  Her eyes widened as she saw what Constance was trying to sneak into the suitcase, and she snapped her fingers angrily and shook her head sharply at her daughter, who put the item back, crestfallen.

“There’s a lot of mystery out there in the world,” Storm replied warningly.  “You and I know that better than anyone.”

Laura cocked her head, and supposed that Storm had a point.  Save for Constance, they were all vampires in their little group, after all, each with unique gifts that would stun any unaware onlookers.  Laura had her extrasensory intuition, Iain of course had his medium-ship and spirit-walking, Will was a shadow-walker, his wife Helen was a telepath, and Storm had nearly all of nature at her command.

So if anyone would know about mysterious island spirits, she supposed it would be Storm.

“We’ll be fine,” she said mildly.  “It’s mostly just a bunch of old junk, anyway, I’m sure.  I doubt we’ll be there more than a few days, a week at the most.”  She smiled.  “But if you guys want to come up and visit, I’m sure it would be fine.  I think I technically own the house now.  Not completely sure about that, but... yeah, Grandma didn’t have any living relatives left, not after Mom died.  So I’m pretty sure it’ll all end up coming to me.”  She choked as she realized she’d never see her Grandma again... hear her voice, hear her spin her stories, the stories that had stayed with Laura all through her life, and she suspected was the reason she’d gotten into folklore and writing to begin with.  

A lifelong fascination with the unseen, sparked by a few old stories by a grandmother she hadn’t seen since her honeymoon.

But to Grandma Leilani, it hadn’t been just a collection of old folk stories.  It had been real.  It had been her heritage, and one that she’d always wanted Laura to carry with her.  

Laura had never been all that interested in her Hawaiian heritage.  But she’d never faced having to lose it entirely.

Now that Grandma Leilani was gone... what was there left?  A few old pieces of junk the estate agent wanted her to go through?  A house that might be nice to escape to once in a while, escape the cold of an Indiana winter?  Did she even want the house?  Could they afford to keep it?  Should they sell it off?

Laura closed her eyes, determined not to be overwhelmed by it all.

Storm seemed to sense her eyes close on the other end of the phone.  “We’ll help you,” she said gently.  “I’ve been through this myself many times over the past four centuries.  Send us the address.  We’ll come.  We’ll even bring the blood supply.  Save you some explanations at Customs.”

Laura nodded gratefully.  “Thank you,” she managed, and rang off.  “Young lady, you put that back this instant!”
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WHEN THEY GOT OFF THE plane and set foot on the island of Oahu, Iain’s and Laura’s heads were ready to explode.

They gratefully accepted the complimentary leis presented by the nice lady who greeted them, and shuffled onto the tarmac one by one, wanting desperately to get away from the engine noises that were only now, nine tortuous hours later, beginning to subside.

“Let’s have Will take us back home, okay?” Iain pleaded with his wife as they made their way hurriedly into the terminal.

“For sure,” Laura replied, digging the earplugs gratefully out of her ears.  Screw the round-trip tickets.

Constance, whose human ears had only caught a hundredth of what her parents’ ears had, was positively bubbling over with excitement, staring at everything, feverishly making notes in her Adventurer’s Casebook, from travel time to what they’d eaten on the plane to Daddy’s progress on his knitting project, and Mommy’s on her crochet.

But their busy-hands projects hadn’t been enough to keep their minds off of the ear-splitting engine noise, sadly.  If Storm hadn’t practically insisted on the earplugs, they suspected they’d have hurled themselves out of the plane mid-flight, laws of physics or no laws of physics.

Finally they managed their way out of the airport, all their bags intact (thankfully), each proudly and properly lei’d, and found their rental car waiting for them as arranged.

The law office of Kahale, Palakiko and Brown was their first stop.

Juliet Palakiko had sent a liaison to meet them at the airport.  A nice young blond man, an intern named Joe Hale, met them there with instructions and a welcome packet.  Laura was to meet with Ms. Palakiko, who had been named as Grandma Leilani’s executor, to sign a few papers and discuss the next steps.  Never having dealt with a family member’s death as an adult, Laura was grateful for the help.

So, while Constance dozed in the air conditioned lobby with Iain snuggled cozily beside her, Laura sat down in the comfortable office with one of the last people to know her grandmother.

The majority of the work had already been done, Ms. Palakiko explained after offering Laura some coffee that smelled wonderful, but would probably taste like ash on her tongue, like everything else that wasn’t red.  Laura politely refused, content to smell the coffee from afar.

As Ms. Palakiko went on to explain, the law office was highly efficient, and Leilani Ka’ana’ana had been a loyal, long-time client of theirs.  Her will had been very clear.  The house, property and business interests would go to Laura and her family.  No taxes were due; they fell under the personal estate tax exemption.  All future expenses would be paid from an endowment that had been set up years in advance.  There was no need to file for probate.

Ms. Palakiko handed Laura a packet of papers to sign, and told her where to sign them.  Laura asked if she could take them and read through them first, since she and her family were exhausted and needed some sleep.  Ms. Palakiko nodded with understanding, and told her she could take as long as she needed.  There were many fine hotels on the island, or they could charter a plane to hop them to her grandmother’s island, and Laura could take immediate ownership of her grandmother’s house and spend the night there if they wished.  They could meet again at the law office when they were settled and rested.

Laura’s eyes closed, and she sank down into her chair just a bit.  She’d forgotten about island-hopping by plane.

Back in the lobby, Iain softly groaned.
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THIS TRIP WAS BLISSFULLY short compared to the first one, and they disembarked on the island with minimal fuss.

As the others stood by watching the plane disappear into the sky, Laura turned around and looked at where she was with sad eyes.

The island was as beautiful as she remembered.  There was no huge airport this time with a nice lady waiting with leis for all of them, only an airstrip with control tower nearby, and car rental waiting for them.

She'd been here many a time.  When Grandma Leilani would make trips to the main island for specialty food and supplies that they couldn’t get on this much smaller one, it had grown so familiar that she could probably still name the staff on site.  Things didn't change much on the island, she recollected.  

She wondered if Nancy Keawe's cave gallery was still around.  Or if Mackie Jameson was
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