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  Dedication



To my son, the greatest adventure there ever was

To my mother, who never made me feel invisible








  
  Chapter 1
Two Worlds


Bang! 
Gabriel slammed the door shut, muffling his parents’ angry voices. They were downstairs in the kitchen, arguing about…something. A whole floor lay between them, and yet, Gabriel could still hear their ranting. The sound of glass breaking, splintering into a million pieces on the hardwood floor in the hall, flew up the stairs, crawled under the door to his room and found his ears. 
His fingers curled up until Gabriel felt the nails dig into his palms.
Again, there was the shattering of glass, and then his mother’s raised voice, screaming words Gabriel couldn’t make out. 
For that he was grateful. 
Loud footsteps, almost like a stampede, thundered up the stairs. His father’s voice, low but menacing, cut through the air. “I’m tired of this! Shut—”
Uncurling his fists, Gabriel covered his ears. His fingers, working to shut out every sound, almost felt like spikes digging into his brain. 
Then there was silence. 
Gabriel took a deep breath, leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes. As his hands started to shake, he sank down, resting his head on his knees, his fingers still drilling into his mind.

      ***As he pressed the button, his computer buzzed to life. 
Gabriel felt his muscles relax and the dull throbbing in his temples subside. The real world disappeared from his radar, all attention focused on the screen in front of him.
Never did it take more than a few moments for him to leave Gabriel behind and become Andril. 
He didn’t like Gabriel. Gabriel lived in a big city, full of people, and yet, he was alone. Sometimes even his parents forgot that he existed. School was no different. No one saw him there, either. He had barely spoken a word to his classmates since the beginning of sixth grade. Almost a year had passed since then, and nothing had changed. By now, Gabriel knew it never would.
But Andril was different. He lived in a place called Candor. Here, there were no skyscrapers but clear blue skies and oceans of grass as far as the eye could see. It took days of hard riding to get from one village to another, with dangers unknown lying in wait on the road. But Andril didn’t mind. Unlike Gabriel, Andril wasn’t alone. He had companions.
“Which way?” Gavin asked, looking up at the sky. “It will be night soon, and I don’t want to be caught on the road in the dark.”
Andril pointed to the west where the sun hung low in the sky. “There is a village just past that hill. I heard people are friendly there.”
Directing their horses westward, the four riders took off. Andril smiled. He could almost feel the wind on his face as they flew across the plain.
The village was only a small cluster of houses set against the steep slope of a grassy hill. Small puffs of smoke rose from their chimneys into the darkening sky and were carried away on the eastern breeze blowing in from the sea. The golden glow of candlelight shone through the windows, beckoning them forward. 
As the riders approached, a door opened and an old man appeared in its frame. He waved, and Andril directed his horse toward him, the others following suit. Stifling a yawn, they slid out of the saddle, tying their horses to a pole in the yard. 
The old man, wrapped in a thick, grey cloak, hobbled toward them, leaning heavily on a gnarled cane. “Are you Andril? The guide?”
Andril nodded. “You have heard of me?”
“I sure have. It is fortunate that you come here this night. I have need of your assistance.” The old man swayed on his feet, his hands trembling. 
Andril took him by the arm to steady him and directed the old man back toward the house. “Let me help you inside. In exchange for shelter this night, my companions and I will be more than glad to assist you.”
The old man chuckled. “Do not be too quick to agree. You have not yet heard what I would ask of you.” 
Shutting out the night, they all gathered around the fireplace, noisily slurping the old man’s stew. The wooden cottage was of small size, containing the heat from the fire in a confined space. Soon, all their cheeks glowed red; if from the fire or stew, Andril couldn’t tell.
When they were all settled comfortably, he turned to the old man. “May I ask your name?”
“Darkin,” the old man said, and not only Andril’s eyes grew wide.
“The sorcerer?” Laran asked, his blonde hair shining almost red in the light from the fire.
The old man nodded. “That was a long time ago.”
Andril leaned forward, eyes glowing with excitement. “What can we do for you?”
Suddenly, there came a knock on the door.
Gabriel blinked.
The door opened, and his mother poked her head in. “Dinner’s ready. You coming?”

      ***With a sigh, Gabriel turned from the screen. Outside his window, the sun was already setting, casting its auburn rays across the Manhattan skyline. A faint, pulsating buzz of people and cars down in the streets soared up like a bird, engulfing the buildings in its midst. But Gabriel hardly noticed. His ears were deaf to the sounds of the city as his eyes were blind to the people who lived there.
As he turned to the door, his hands started trembling again. He had to force himself to open it and step out into the hall. A winding staircase led down to the first floor of their apartment. Gabriel wondered what would await him there.
Straining to listen, his eyes darted from side to side as he looked for signs of the ongoing battle. However, he could spot no broken glass or furniture out of place, and his ears only detected the low hum of the oven and the occasional clinking of silverware. The scent of chicken hung in the air as he followed the stairs and then tiptoed down the hall. Breathing in, he felt his stomach rumble.
His father, as usual in a suit, his tie loosened, already sat at the left end of the table, his notebook in front of him and a wireless headpiece in his ear. “No, it has to be tonight,” he growled, jaw clenched. “The presentation is tomorrow morning, which means I definitely need the numbers tonight.”
Gabriel pulled out his chair as his mother walked in, chicken platter in one hand and a basket with garlic bread crusts in the other. Hair twirled up, she now wore an old apron her mother had given her many years ago over the elegant dress she’d put on that morning. “Sweetie, could you go get the vegetables,” she asked, placing the food on the table. 
When his father yelled at his assistant again, her eyes narrowed. “Would you turn that damn thing off?” she snapped. 
“One minute.” He held up his index finger, eyes still on the screen. “Then call London and—”
A scowl on her face, his mother stormed over, snatched the earpiece from his father's ear, threw it on the floor and crushed it with her three-inch heel into a million tiny pieces. The sound reminded Gabriel of someone chewing crunchy cereal. 
His father’s eyes went wide, and his jaw dropped open. “Are you insane?” he screamed. Pushing back the chair, he jumped to his feet, a dark red slowly creeping up his neck. “How dare you?”
“How dare me?” his mother snarled. They stood nose to nose, glaring at each other. “You can’t even pretend to care for one lousy dinner? How dare YOU?”
“This is business. You damn well know that,” his father shot back, the muscles in his jaw flexed. “You get the same way when something comes up at the gallery so don’t give me this crap about me working too much.”
Gabriel’s eyes went wide as they shifted from one parent to the other. Setting one bowl filled with peas and another with broccoli on the table, he sunk down on his chair, hands trembling again. He felt his heart pounding in his chest and his cramped fingers dig into his legs. “Mom? Dad?” he whispered. “Can we eat?”
“I spent two hours in the kitchen cooking dinner,” his mother screamed, eyes still glaring at his father. “And you can’t make time to sit down and eat it? I’m not even asking you to set the table. God forbid you’d ever lift a finger around the house.”
Lips pressed into a thin line, his father took a step back, shaking his head. “That's it! We’re done!”
Gabriel’s heart skipped a beat and the breath caught in his throat. “Mom? Dad?” he said again, his voice shaking. “Please?”
As though suddenly remembering that he was there, his mother slowly exhaled. Turning away from his father, she walked over and sat down at the right end of the table, a smile back on her face. “Sorry, Sweetie. You want some chicken?”
Gabriel nodded, holding out his plate.
“Sorry, Son,” his father agreed. He cleared the table of his notebook and papers and sat down. “Would you pass the gravy?”
Not another word passed between his parents that night. They didn’t even look at each other. 
Slumped down in his chair, Gabriel picked at his food. He wasn’t hungry any more, feeling a big knot settle in his stomach and a huge boulder crush his chest. Only when he got back to his room, hearing the welcoming buzz of his computer, was he able to breathe again. In and out. In and out. 
Gabriel sat down in his chair, feeling the mouse in his hand. Only a little push and the screen came alive again, pulling him back into the old man’s cottage.
“The matter is of a delicate nature,” Darkin said as he leaned back in his seat, pulling his cloak tighter around his shoulders. “About a fortnight ago, an old friend knocked on my door. I hadn’t seen him in many years. He asked a favor of me.”
“What favor?” Gavin blurted out, his bowl of stew forgotten.
“He had his granddaughter with him, and he asked me to look after her. He assured me it would only be for a few days. He said great danger lay in wait for her and he didn’t know who he could trust. He said he would send word.”
Putting aside his own bowl, Laran pulled his chair closer. “But he didn’t?”
The old man shook his head, lines of worry creasing his face. “He did. He said to send her after him. He said it was safe now.”
Andril shrugged. “Then, where is the problem?”
The old man took a deep breath, his eyes troubled as he looked at him. “His granddaughter, when she first came here, she hardly said a word. Over the last few days, however, she started speaking more. Only what she said gives reason for doubt and concern.”
“What did she say?” Andril pressed, again sitting at the edge of his chair.
“She said that her grandfather is the one who seeks to harm her.”
Andril’s brows rose, forming arches over his eyes. “Do you believe her?”
The old man shrugged. “I am unsure. This is where I would ask for a favor myself.”
Sitting back, Andril looked at the old man through narrowed eyes. “You want us to find out what your friend is hiding; if anything at all, that is.”
The old man nodded. “I could not have peace of mind if I sent her to him without making sure.” He turned pleading eyes to him. “Will you do it?”
Andril looked at his companions, knowing that this was not his decision alone. But seeing the eagerness at the prospect of a new adventure on his friends’ faces, he nodded his agreement. “We will.”

      ***Lost in a life so different from his own, Gabriel never saw the sun outside his window disappear behind the horizon, dipping the sky into an ink pot. 
Eventually, his eyelids became heavy. Short after, his head started sagging, and before long he was fast asleep, head resting on the keyboard.






  
  Chapter 2
The Parent Card


“Have you seen my sketches?” his mother asked, eyes darting around the downstairs of the apartment. Hastening from room to room, she turned over cushions, lifted up magazines, even rummaged through kitchen drawers. “It’s only my second exhibit,” she mumbled more to herself than him. “I can’t screw up now.” 
Shouldering his backpack, Gabriel turned to the door. “On the sideboard in the hall.”
“Ah.” As his mother rushed over, the frown lines disappeared from her face. “Thanks, Sweetie.” She threw a quick look in the mirror, smoothed down her dress, adjusted her earrings, and then suddenly stopped. “Oh no, my keys! Crap!” Her frown lines reappeared, and again, her eyes darted everywhere, from the sideboard to the dining room table and from there to the coffee table in the living room. “Not again!”
“Kitchen counter,” Gabriel called, stepping out the door. 
Instantly, his mother turned on yet another pair of three-inch heels and sped off. A moment later, she reappeared, keys in one hand and her sketches in the other. “What would I do without you?” she beamed, ruffling his hair. Pulling the apartment door closed, she rushed ahead to catch the elevator. “C’mon! C’mon! Let’s go.”
As they stood, waiting for the elevator to reach ground floor, his mother started tapping her foot. “Any plans today?” she asked while checking her designer phone.
Gabriel shrugged. “School. Nothing much.”
“That sounds lovely.” Her eyes were still focused on the little screen in her hands. “Have fun.” 
When the doors finally opened, it was like a starting shot being fired, setting her free. With a quick look over her shoulder, she sprinted out of the elevator. “Gotta run. Probably won’t be back in time for dinner. Just order in.” 
Then he was alone. 
Hurrying to catch the subway, Gabriel picked his way through crowds of people. Born and raised in the city, he sovereignly navigated the wild waters of rush hour. Every person he saw was assessed with regard to direction and speed, judging whether or not they would be a hindrance on his path. Their faces, he never saw, just like they never saw his. Gabriel often wondered how one could be surrounded by so many people, and yet, feel all alone.
He reached his class room just as the bell rang and took his seat in the back row, waiting for class to start. As Ms. Taylor, hair in a bun, thick-rimmed glasses low on her nose, entered, his classmates were still flitting around the room, chatting and laughing.
“Attention,” Ms. Taylor called, and everyone returned to their seats, though a bit reluctantly. “I know it’s a Monday morning and it’s the last week before summer break”, cheers erupted, “but please try to contain yourselves.” 
Although their Math teacher bore a strong resemblance to the stereotype of a stern librarian, Ms. Taylor knew when she was fighting a losing battle. After a few minutes of trying to get everyone back on track, she finally gave up and indulged her class.
“V,” said Michael, a red-haired boy in the front row, and Ms. Taylor added another leg to the hangman drawing on the board.  
A pencil behind her ear, Anita, shiny braces covering her teeth and her ebony hair braided all the way to her waist, raised her hand. “D?” 
Her answer gave the hangman his second leg.
As the class kept guessing, Gabriel crouched down in his chair, letting his hazelnut hair fall in his face. He had figured out the answer long before the hangman eventually died on the noose, but he didn’t raise his hand. He never did. They would all look at him if he did. The mere thought made his hands tremble.
At lunch time, Gabriel settled into his usual seat in the corner of the cafeteria where the buzz of voices seemed more distant. Others came to sit at his table. As they approached, Gabriel turned away and rested his head on his arm. He let his hair fall in his face again, shielding himself from classmates he had never spoken to. He was still picking at his food when a loud clattering noise from the other side of the cafeteria suddenly drew his attention as well as everyone else’s. 
Kneeling on the floor, Daniel West hurried to pick up his food and placed it back on his tray. Around him, the captain of the soccer team and those following him like dogs, their faces in grotesque sneers, stood laughing.  
Gabriel couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he saw Daniel’s eyes tear up as one of them kicked the apple he reached for across the room. Again, the group laughed.
As they walked by Gabriel’s table, their eyes barely swept over him, never focusing. Gabriel breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t know why people tended to overlook him, but in that moment, he was grateful for it.

      ***The sun already hung low in the sky when Andril and his companions finally reached the settlement by the Crossing Lakes. In the last town they had passed through, the town speaker had told them that a man matching their description had been seen heading this way. 
Sliding out of the saddle, they tied their horses to a pole by a watering trough and headed toward the house located at the center of the small settlement. With two-levels, it towered over the other houses, most of which were made of wood instead of brick. Gusts of smoke rose from its chimney, and a warm glow poured out the windows. Laughter and singing reached their ears as the four men walked up to the door. 
All heads turned to them as they entered the candle-lit room. A group of tables stood in its center, the chairs’ occupants eyeing them warily. In the stone fireplace at the back wall, flames danced on the logs arranged in a circle in the hearth. 
“Can I help ya folks?”  A middle-aged man, heavy-set with bushy eyebrows drawn down, came toward them. Wiping his hands on his apron, he looked them over. “Need a room?”
Laran stepped forward. “We do, yes.” He held out a small purse. 
As the man took it, his face lit up. “And a meal. You look famished if you don’t mind me sayin’.” Weighing the purse in his hands, he smiled as the coins rattled. “I'm Sal, the innkeeper.”
Choosing a table a little off to the side, overlooking the rest of the room, they sat down to a hot meal. While enjoying the innkeeper’s well-boiled stew, they noticed the other guests’ attention more and more slipping from them and returning to their own conversations. By the time they pushed away empty bowls, barely anyone even glanced in their direction.
Discreetly, Andril beckoned over the innkeeper as he saw him reappear from the kitchen.
“Anythin’ else I can do for ya?” Sal asked. 
Andril nodded. “We are looking for someone, and we were told that he had been seen riding in the direction of this settlement.”
Sal looked them over. “You bounty hunters, ay?”
“Something like that,” Andril said, his voice dropping a little. “The man was described to us as tall, about six feet, lean but walking with authority. His dark hair is laced with grey and tied in the back. He has a small scar just below his chin. Has anyone matching that description recently come through here?”
Sal’s head bobbed up and down. “Yeah, now that ya mention it. He was a bit spooky. Wanted a room, naughtin else. Stayed two days. Spoke to no one.” Then his eyes widened. “Only the night before he left, there came another man. They sat in the back, heads low, always whisperin’. Struck me as odd.”
“What did the man look like?” Andril asked. His companions leaned in closer, listening. Their faces burned with excitement like his own.
“He—”
A hand touched his shoulder and made Gabriel’s heart jump. Eyes wide, he spun around.
“What are you doing?” his father asked, peering at the screen. “Not those games again. Seriously, turn that darn thing off and go outside.” He shook his head. “Call your friends, play soccer or…I don’t know…whatever it is you kids do these days.” He brushed a hand over Gabriel’s head. “Just do something, okay?”
Gabriel nodded. “Sure, Dad.”
“Good.” Adjusting his tie, his father glanced at the alarm clock on Gabriel’s nightstand. “I gotta go. Listen, I got a conference call with Tokyo tonight so I won’t make it to dinner. Could you do me a favor and tell your mom?”
“Why don’t you tell her?” Gabriel asked, remembering that his mother would not be home for dinner either.
“Eh…” His father shrugged, his eyes avoiding his son’s. “My phone is dead, and I forgot the charger at the office. You know me, by the time I get there, I’ll probably have forgotten all about it. See you tomorrow.”
Staring at the closed door, through which his father had left, Gabriel felt his nails dig into his palms. Only when the pain became unbearable was he able to uncurl his fingers. A moment later, he heard a cell phone ring and then his father’s voice as he picked up. Dead phone, Gabriel thought.

      ***Hoods drawn deep into their faces, Andril and Laran raced their horses across the lowlands while wind and rain, shoving inland from the sea, tore at their cloaks and soaked them through. They would both have preferred hot tea and a roaring fire. However, early that morning the stranger had left the inn and headed north. While Gavin and Ran remained at the inn and would try to trace the whereabouts of Yanir, Darkin’s old friend, come morning, Andril and Laran had set off after the stranger. 
At midday, he had stopped once for a quick meal, but soon after he had gotten back in the saddle and raced onward as though the devil were after him. Andril and Laran had trouble keeping up. At least with the deafening storm muffling every sound, they didn’t need to be afraid that he would spot them. Far ahead, he was only visible as a tiny dot on a darkening horizon.
A knock on the door tore Andril from the plains of Candor and dumped Gabriel back in his room. 
He glanced out the window at the disappearing sun. Another day had come and gone, and he hadn’t even noticed. Closing his eyes for a second, he sighed. “Come in.”
“Hey, there,” his mother said, a crooked smile on her face. “Do you have a minute?”
Gabriel nodded. 
Eyes on the floor, his mother wrung her hands as she sat down on his bed. “Listen, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something.” She smoothed out a crease in her dress before turning to look at him. “Your dad and I will be really…busy the next couple of weeks, and we don’t think you should be on your own all summer. So…”
Goosebumps rose on Gabriel’s arms, and he rubbed them absentmindedly. 
“We thought you should go stay with your grandparents.” Once more, her eyes shifted to the floor as she picked at her cuticles. “They’d love to see you again, and it would just be for a couple of weeks. Not the whole summer.”
Gabriel took a deep breath. “What?” he asked, his voice almost gone. “Why?” Trembling, his hands balled into fists while he tried to keep them still.
Finally meeting his eyes, his mother grabbed the armrest of his revolving chair and pulled him over. “It’ll be good for you,” she said, taking his hand. “You shouldn’t be alone all the time.”
Pulling his hand out of hers, Gabriel got up and walked across the room. “But I don’t mind being alone. Can’t I just stay here? I promise I won’t be in the way.”
“I know you wouldn’t,” his mother said, a smile on her face. “That’s not what this is about. You need to get out, be with…real people. You spend all your time in your room with that darn thing,” she shook her head at his computer, “and I don’t think that this is good for you.”
“It’s all the fighting that’s not good for me!” Gabriel shouted, shocked at his own words. The moment they were out, his eyes turned to the floor.
He heard his mother rise from his bed and take a step toward him. “I'm sorry it got a little loud lately.” She took a deep breath. “But that's over now. Everything is fine. This is not about us. This is about you. We're just doing what’s best for you. And you spending three months locked in your room with your eyes glued to the screen is not what’s best for you. I’m sorry I have to pull the parent card, but it’s settled. You’re going.”
As he heard the door close behind his mother, Gabriel sunk to the floor and put his head on his knees. He felt light-headed as though the whole world was spinning. A wave of nausea rolled over him, and yet, his limbs were as heavy as lead. He couldn’t even muster
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