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for Serene


Part I

The First Night


Chapter 1

Lupe

Puppy Dream

 


Lupe Garcia dreamed, and she knew she was
dreaming. Because if she wasn’t dreaming, she wouldn’t be a
dog.

She could see the top of her long muzzle,
with its short, black fur and the tip of her shiny, black nose. She
looked down and saw her black forepaws and–

She was wearing a pair of her blue panties,
the ones with the tiny white peace symbols. They were an awkward
fit.

She paused, then did the doggie equivalent
of a shrug. Just further proof this was a dream.

Even more important than the panties,
though, was that she was sitting in the middle of Momma’s
pink-and-white gladiolus flowers, the ones planted in the narrow
bed along the front of the house. More than a few of the flower
stalks had been flattened beneath Lupe’s haunches. If she could
have, Lupe would have laughed. Instead, her black tail thumped
against the ground and threatened to take out even more of the
flowers.

Yes, this was a dream. And a good thing
too.

As a happy, energetic dog of undetermined
breed wearing girls underwear Lupe leaped out of the flower bed and
bounded across her family’s small front yard on all fours. Her
tongue lolled out of her mouth and she tasted the night air of
Spring Hollow. The huge dome of the sky above her was dark, with
only the very brightest of stars visible beyond the bright wash of
what her friend Brenna Guin called the waxing gibbous Moon.
Lupe’s eyesight was never very good at night, but this Moon–what
any, normal non-Brenna person would call the Moon the night
before the Full Moon–was almost as bright as the Sun.

Even without the Moon, though, Lupe would
have known when she crossed from her yard to that of the house next
door. Her nose told her. Lupe pulled up and sat on her haunches,
panting, considering.

The young couple that lived in the small,
white frame house, the Danny and Jennifer Brown, had no children
and no pets of their own, but Lupe still felt a sense of invading
the couple’s yard that she never had when she was awake and not
dreaming she was a dog.

Or dreaming she was a puppy. Assuming
reverse dog years, dividing her real age by seven, at eleven years
old as a girl, Lupe guessed she would still be a puppy.

Lupe looked up at the Moon and blinked
against the brightness. She gave a brief, happy puppy howl, then
looked down again. The Moon remained as a green afterimage on the
back of her eyes. Maybe she was supposed to close her eyes when she
howled. She was still new to this whole dog dream thing.

She wondered why she was dreaming she was a
dog. Her family didn’t have a dog, and she had gone to sleep with
two cats. George, a ginger tabby with gold eyes, had been curled up
against her back, while Marty, a blue-eyed, gray tabby with white
socks and a white bib, had draped herself across Lupe’s pillow and
head. When the cats had been adopted from Tulsa Animal Welfare a
month ago Lupe had chosen Marty and her fourteen-year-old brother,
Steven, had picked George. Both cats, though, had picked Lupe’s bed
as their own once they came home. After the first couple nights,
they had even allowed Lupe to share it with them.

“Hey!” A familiar bark interrupted her
thoughts. Lupe’s ears perked automatically. She knew even before
the dog barked another hey! at her, that Mr. Brenner’s black
lab, Jackson, must have heard her running and wanted to know what
she was up to.

“Hey!” Lupe barked back. She forgot about
invading Danny and Jennifer’s front yard and cut straight across
it, then across the yard of Mrs. Ervin, to see if Jackson was out
and about and ready to play.

He wasn’t.

“Hey,” Jackson barked and panted from behind
the chain-link fence. He poked his nose through the links and
sniffed at her. “Hey?”

Lupe resisted the urge to sniff at the dog’s
behind and put her nose close to his nose. If she wasn’t dreaming
she was a dog, she would have given Jackson a good, two-handed,
puppy-dog-ear-scratching. She had stopped and done exactly that
late in the afternoon that day, on her walk home from Faye Woods’s
house. Lupe had even leaned in so Jackson could lick her on the
face, which had made both George and Marty look at her in
disapproval when she got home for dinner. The two cats had very
nearly made her sleep on the couch.

As Jackson sniffed at her, and tried to lick
her nose, he put a paw on the chain-link fence near Lupe’s face.
Lupe looked at his paw, and sniffed at it, then held up her own
paw. She realized she looked like him. She was dreaming she was
Jackson. Or a younger version of Jackson, as the black Labrador
Retriever was nearly as old Lupe herself. Which in not-reverse dog
years was getting up there.

“Is this what you looked like as a puppy?”
Lupe would have asked if she could have formed words with her long
mouth and longer tongue. Instead, she just bumped her nose against
his and went into a puppy-play pose in front of him.

Jackson barked that he would love to play
with her, then looked at the chain-link fence that separated them.
“Hey,” he barked softly, and indicated with a wave of his nose that
she should go play without him. Then he froze.

Lupe caught the scent at the same time as
her ears perked at a slight rustle of movement. The scent and sound
of a small, furred nondog moving in the night sent a shiver of
excitement through her. She didn’t know what it was, this being the
first time she had dreamed of being a dog in this much detail, but
she knew what she had to do.

“Hey!” Jackson urged her on as she came out
of her puppy-play stance, whirled, and threw herself in the
direction of the not-a-dog. One of the neighborhood’s small, wild
rabbits leaped into motion at the same time. The rabbit’s brown fur
was mottled gray under the light of the Moon, but its cottony tail
was a white beacon as it streaked across the grass and into the
street. Lupe followed, pushing herself to full speed in two long
strides. With her long legs, she knew she could catch up to the
rabbit. She wasn’t sure what she would do with it when she caught
it, but she needed to catch that rabbit.

As soon as Lupe’s forepaws clicked on the
cracked concrete surface of the street, the rabbit changed its
direction, juking left at almost a ninety-degree angle. Lupe tried
to change direction to catch the rabbit, but her claws could not
get a grip on the hard, rough surface, which was so different from
the grass turf she had been running on. Her claws slipped and her
rear end and front end lost all coordination. For an instant her
two pairs of legs seemed to be going different directions, then she
rolled and tumbled across the street.

“Oww!” she barked.

Jackson winced and whimpered in
sympathy.

Lupe scrambled back to her feet. She was
glad that her coat of short, black hair was impervious to road
rash, but she could feel the impact of her tumble in more than one
joint. She could not see the rabbit any longer, but she didn’t need
to see it, not with its scent trail hanging so fresh and
tantalizingly in the night air. The scent was so clear, she could
cut corners on the trail and head straight for where the rabbit had
gone to ground in the thick tufts of monkey grass growing around
Mrs. Munro’s mailbox.

Two rabbits burst out of the monkey grass,
heading in oblique, mirrored angles of each other, as Lupe rushed
up. Lupe chose to follow the rabbit she had already chased this
far. It cut back in another right-angle turn, but Lupe was ready
for it this time and nearly snapped her jaws into its furry sides
as it flashed by.

Jackson barked encouragement as Lupe spun to
follow, her claws making little divots in Mrs. Munro’s perfect
lawn. The rabbit dived into Mrs. Munro’s hyacinth patch, causing
the flowered fronds to shake back and forth. Lupe followed,
scattering purple petals in her wake.

The rabbit came out of the flowers on Lupe’s
left, angling across the lawn, making for the street again. Lupe
spun in place, and knocking fronds flat and scattering even more
purple petals.

Lupe raced out into the street. The rabbit’s
white tail bounced up and down in front of her. Teasing her.
Taunting her.

Some small part of Lupe’s mind hoped the
rabbit understood she was only having fun, and that she would
surely let the rabbit go as soon as she caught it. A much larger,
barking-happy part of her mind knew only that she had to
catch this rabbit. Whatever happened after that held no importance
whatso-barking-ever. She was a hunter. She was hunting. Nothing
mattered except the hunt.

The rabbit cut back and forth across the
street, trying to make Lupe fall again. Lupe didn’t fall.

The rabbit ducked under a car parked along
the curb and came out on the opposite side. There was no way Lupe
would fit under the car, so Lupe jumped. Her claws scraped on the
cool metal of the car’s hood, getting just enough purchase on a
ridge for her to jump off and continue the chase.

The rabbit was getting tired. Lupe could
smell its fatigue. She could hear its tiny, gasping breaths.

The rabbit went under the bed of a small
pickup. There was more clearance under the truck than had been
under the car, but Lupe refused to be lured into the cramped space.
She jumped up and into the bed of the pickup, and from there she
leaped to the top of the cab. She stopped there and waited,
listening to the rabbit’s desperate panting underneath the truck.
She knew the rabbit wouldn’t stay under the truck. There was no
cover. No place to burrow. The rabbit would make another break for
freedom, and Lupe was poised to jump down in whatever direction the
rabbit took.

The light wind shifted the cool air around
Lupe, bringing with it the other smells of the night. She smelled
more rabbits, of course, and other animal scents that she did not
recognize. Yet. Maybe possums or a raccoon. Or–

The hackles across her back rose and she
felt a low growl in her throat before she had fully registered what
she smelled. The rabbit under the truck bolted, but Lupe ignored
it, focusing on the faint, new, unknown, unwelcome scent
that floated on the wind. She had never smelled the scent before,
but all her doggie instincts shouted silent warnings at her. She
noticed that Jackson had become silent, as well. Like her, he was
sniffing the air.

Lupe held her head up as high as she could,
taking advantage of her elevation on the cab of the truck. She
looked around, but she wasn’t relying on her eyes. Even with the
Moon so bright, she knew better than to trust her eyes. Her ears
and her nose would lead her, protect her. The scent made her think
of George and Martie, her cats sleeping near her as she dreamed,
but this scent was bigger. Much, much bigger.

Lupe bared her teeth and thought of her
Extra Tooth, the bone knife Mrs. Lipscomb had given her the night
she fought the Spring Hag. She wondered if her dream was becoming a
nightmare. She had had many nightmares after that night, dreams of
the Spring Hag coming for her, trying to eat her, or locking her in
chains and trying to drown her. Even after the night of July 4th
and fighting ghosts at Brenna’s sleepover, she had continued to
dream of the Spring Hag. This dream felt different, though, and not
just because she was a dog wearing panties. This scent that had
found her in this dream had nothing to do with the Spring Hag.

The scent on the air was new, different, but
also old. Lupe didn’t know how she could smell age, but
there was an unmistakable hint of the old–the ancient–mixed
with the scents of big and cat.

Movement seen in the corner of her eye drew
her head around, but she saw nothing.

She sniffed the air again, looking all the
way around, listening. The only sounds came from her claws sliding
and clicking on the metal roof of the truck cab and the slight,
cool breeze that moved the leaves of the neighborhood trees. In the
distance she could hear the traffic on the two highways that hemmed
in Spring Hollow on the west, but closer to her there were no
sounds. No nocturnal creatures moved that she could hear. Even the
incessant cicadas had become silent. The North Tract Addition of
Spring Hollow had become a silent, nighttime tableau of small frame
houses with a used car lot variety of cars, trucks and minivans
parked in driveways and along the street.

A flash of white light drew Lupe’s attention
to her own house. The porch light was off, as it always was at
night. Her father turned it off as he went to bed, part of his
nightly ritual. The Moon had begun its travel down the western sky,
leaving the front of her house in the shadow of its own eaves. A
streetlight nearly a block away provided only enough illumination
to see the faux shutters and the outline of windows on the front of
the house, including the window of Lupe’s bedroom.

The white light appeared again, and
disappeared just as quickly. Lupe gasped. The light had been within
her bedroom. Which was bad enough. But the flash had also revealed
something … off … about her window.

Lupe waited, but the light didn’t appear
again. After what she thought had to be at least three minutes, she
jumped down from the truck cab and padded as quietly as she could
across the neighboring yards to her house.

As she crossed her narrow driveway between
Momma’s SUV and Daddy’s old pickup, the light appeared in her
window again. This time the light didn’t just flash. It flickered,
as if the source of the light were moving around, but it did not go
away. With the light she could see quite clearly that the screen on
her window had been scratched, then pushed–or pulled–out of its
frame.

Lupe paused in the shadow under the front
bumper of Daddy’s pickup. There was no doubt about it. Her window
was open, her screen was nearly out of its frame, and, below her
window, Momma’s pink-and-white gladiolus flowers looked as if they
had been trampled.

She knew she had done at least some of the
flower trampling, but not that much. And she had no memory
of pushing open the screen of her window.

Lupe had gone to sleep that night with her
window open. The unseasonably cool weather–below eighty degrees in
August before the sun went down was unheard of in Tulsa,
Oklahoma–had made her nostalgic for autumn, and she had done
tonight what she would do then: closed her bedroom door and opened
her window.

As she continued to watch the flickering
white light she felt the first tingle of fear. What kind of dream
was this? Had she reached the point in the dream where the
nightmare popped out at her? Where she was scared out of her sleep
and into shivering wakefulness?

There was only one way to find out. Lupe
crouched low and took a slow, cautious step from the shadow of the
bumper. The chorus of night insects had resumed, so she had some
cover for the sounds of her footsteps.

The closer she crawled to her window, the
stronger the old-big-cat smell became. And the stronger the urge to
run away–or wake up–became.

Whenever the white light in her room moved,
it threw shadows across the glass of her window. The shadows were
catlike, pointed ears and paws in silhouette. As if Martie and
George were playing with a flashlight. Or dancing in front of a TV.
Except Lupe didn’t have either a flashlight or a TV in her
bedroom.

She was below her window, her front paws
touching the first broken, trampled stalks of gladiolus when a low
rumbling became audible in her bedroom. Lupe recognized Martie’s
purr. That friendly, satisfied purr seemed out of place with the
old-big-cat smell and put Lupe even more on edge. Inside her
bedroom, the white light stopped moving.

Lupe held her breath. She bunched her legs
under her, preparing to jump under the open screen and into her
bedroom. Maybe she would at least surprise whatever was in there
flashing lights and making her kitten purr.

Lupe leaped–

Something as bright as the Moon and as large
as a horse came out of her window–and through the wall below her
window–and passed through her, leaving only the impression
of huge teeth and a chill that left sparkles of frost on her
whiskers and on the fur of her forepaws.

A ghost. Of something huge. Nothing
like the ghosts Lupe had fought on the 4th of July, but still a
ghost.

Lupe abandoned her leap and spun in the air
so her back hit the wall below her window. The impact of the vinyl
siding was painful against her back, but she was able to scramble
and get her claws under her as she slid down. So she could push off
and launch herself and her teeth at the nearest approximation of a
throat that the ghost had. She smiled in spite of the pain. She
knew how to fight ghosts. She charged forward to attack.

But the ghost had also turned itself around
midleap, and it dodged out of Lupe’s way, to her left. Her teeth
closed hard on nothing. She landed, rolled, and came back up facing
the ghost, growling.

The ghost growled back. It was a cat, like a
tiger, but without stripes, and bigger than a horse. Closer to the
size of her mother’s SUV. Its claws were easily as big as the
tires. The cat’s open mouth could swallow a lawnmower and was full
of teeth that looked more dangerous than a mere spinning blade. A
single, oversized tusk curved down from the right side of its upper
jaw. A saber-toothed tiger, but with only a single tusk. Where the
matching tusk should have been was a broken stub of bone.

Lupe circled right, away from the remaining
tusk, the sight of it reminding her that she didn’t have her Extra
Tooth. The knife was in its leather sheath, tucked under her pillow
on her bed. She risked a glance back at her window. As a dog, Lupe
didn’t know how she would have used the knife. On the other hand–or
paw–since she was dreaming she was a dog, maybe it didn’t
matter. Maybe all she needed to do was fight the ghost-tiger and
wake up in a good mood. The saber-toothed tiger, though, had placed
itself between her and the window.

Maybe she didn’t need her Extra Tooth–

“My tooth.” The tiger’s words were a
snarl that translated in Lupe’s mind. Before Lupe could respond,
the tiger lunged forward, swiping at Lupe with its tire-sized left
paw.

Lupe leaped to her left, but not fast
enough. The huge paw passed through her with its claws extended
like a collection of pocketknife blades. The tips of the claws were
needles of ice dragged across her soul. She yelped in pain and
staggered when she landed.

The dream was over. The nightmare had
started. But even if she wasn’t awake yet, she wasn’t through
fighting.

The tiger’s growl became a throaty, purring
sound, and Lupe realized it was laughing at her.“
Nightmare? Dream?” The tiger arched its back, the hairs on
its back raising to make the beast seem as large as Lupe’s house.
It opened its mouth wider than before, showing off its one
tusk.“ My tooth, little puppy. You have it. Give it
back.”

Lupe stared. The curve of the tiger’s tusk
was an exact match for the curve of the blade of her Extra Tooth.
Then, with almost a start, she realized that she did have
her Extra Tooth. She glanced at her right forepaw, but it was just
a paw. Still, somehow, she knew she held the knife, and that it was
there, with her, in her claws and in her teeth. She must have
fallen asleep holding the hilt–that had happened before–and she had
brought it into her doggie dream with her. “No,” she tried to say.
“It’s mine now.” All that came out was an angry bark-bark.

The tiger roared, a sound louder than any
thunder Lupe had ever heard that hurt her ears and shook her bones.
Real fear touched Lupe.

“Surrender! To me!”

“No!” Lupe barked. The short, sharp sound
seemed pitiful after the roar.

Lupe lunged at the tiger, her jaws seeking
the soft throat. This time the tiger did not dodge. Lupe felt the
chill of the tiger’s ghostly essence, felt the edge of her Extra
Tooth cutting through it even as her doggie teeth clamped closed on
nothing. Her momentum carried her through the ghost and she landed
on all four paws. She turned around quickly to see the ghost
disappear, sent back wherever it had come from.

But the ghost tiger only turned, as well, to
face her again. There was no sign of her bite on the tiger’s
throat. If cats could smile, this one was smiling at her. “My
tooth cannot rend me, little puppy. Or send me. Anywhere.”

“Crap,” Lupe barked. She changed her mind
and decided this was a good time to wake up from her dream, after
all. She wasn’t sure it qualified as a real nightmare, but she was
a girl in the body of a dog facing off against a cat of nightmare
proportions. That was nightmare enough. She didn’t have fingers, so
she couldn’t pinch herself–and she wasn’t sure if that even worked.
She glanced at her left paw and considered biting herself. That
might work.

The tiger paused and tilted its head to look
at her. The growling purr became more of a chuckle. “This is no
dream, little puppy.”

Lupe forced herself to look into the
glowing, silver eyes of the ghost tiger. How could this not be a
dream? It had to be a dream.

“Surrender, little puppy.”

“No.” Lupe’s bark lacked its earlier
conviction.

“Then run.” The ghost tiger lunged at
her, its mouth gaping wide, the tips of the silver teeth gleaming
from the light of the waxing gibbous Moon.

Still trying to wake up, still trying to
convince herself this was just a nightmare, Lupe ran.


Chapter 2

Brenna

Fraidy Rat

 


“Eeeek!”

Norv’s high-pitched, squeaky squeal of fear
pulled Brenna Guin out of her exciting dream of brown eyes and
bright smiles, back into the black-and-gray banality of her
bedroom.

In case she hadn’t heard him before, Norv
repeated himself. “Eeeek!”

Brenna sighed as the dreamy eyes receded
into the darkness and out of reach. She turned on her back and
stared up at the ceiling. Her ceiling fan spun too fast to see
individual fan blades, but there was a dim reflection from her
window. The curtains had been pulled back and the venetian blinds
pulled up to let in the night breeze and the Moonlight. Except it
was late enough now there was no Moonlight coming in. Far too late
to be awakened by a pet rat.

“Eek?”

Brenna blew a loose strand of dark, curly
hair off her face. “What?”

“Big cat,” Norv said. “Huge cat. Big
big big big big big huge cat.”

“Norvegicus Rattus,” Brenna said, using his
whole name the same way her mother, when especially angry, called
her Brenna Kathleen Guin. “We are on the second floor. There
is no cat.”

“Big cat,” Norv insisted. “Huge
cat.”

Before this summer, Norv, her pet brown rat,
had never spoken. Or, at least, she had never understood him when
he spoke. He had always been a very squeaky rat, though.

Brenna sat up. She looked over at Norv’s
cage on her desk by the window. He was huddled in a corner of the
cage furthest from the open window. “If there is a cat out there,”
Brenna said, “I’m going to feed you to him.”

Norv pulled himself into an even tighter
ball and let out another eek-ing squeak.

The night air was cooler than it should have
been this time of year, made even cooler by the ceiling fan
spinning overhead. Brenna shivered as she pushed aside her black
comforter and swung her legs over the edge of the bed.

Brenna stood on shaky legs and stumbled to
her desk. She leaned over her desk and looked outside through
half-closed eyes. Since the night Norv had been able to talk to her
and be understood, she had been able to see in the dark nearly as
well as if the light were on. Sometimes even better.

Spring Pond was a smooth black mirror of the
stars above, except in the center where the fountain’s spray
disturbed the surface. The other large Pond Houses that she could
see looked as dark as she assumed Spring Beach, her house, looked
to them. She didn’t expect to see anything, but she also scanned
the brick walls on either side of her window. Then laid on her back
across the desk to look up. She saw only the black eaves of the
slate roof against the night sky.

She didn’t get up. She just turned her head
to face Norv in his cage. “There’s no cat out there.”

“Big cat,” Norv said again, whimpering. He
sniffed at the air and shuddered, making his whiskers shake.
“Huge cat.”

Brenna sniffed at the night air, as well,
but smelled only the normal, damp smells of Spring Pond at night.
“Do you want me to shut the window?”

Norv’s head bobbed up and down, moving
nearly as fast as the ceiling fan.

“Fine.” Brenna pushed herself up from the
desk, turned around, and reached up to find the window frame. After
she had pushed it closed, she asked, “Can I go back to bed
now?”

Norv still looked very scared.

“Do you want to come sleep with me?”

Norv looked at the locked gate of his cage.
Then shook his head.

“Oh, I get it. You feel safer in there.
Fine. Didn’t want you to piddle on the bed anyway.”

Norv looked indignant as well as scared, but
said nothing else.

Brenna went back to bed. As she pulled the
comforter back to her shoulder she wondered if she would ever meet
someone else who could understand Norv, instead of it being just
her. And, if so, if she could get a good price for a talking
rat.


Chapter 3

Faye

Late Night Sneak

 


The unexpected scent of wood smoke made Faye
Woods sneeze, and woke her. Swirling dream images of glistening
dragonfly wings, a raging grass fire, and a pack of saber-tooth
tigers chasing a frightened wooly mammoth dissipated as she opened
her eyes. She shook her head. Obviously, she was watching too much
Discovery Channel before bed. She rolled over and closed her eyes
again.

She opened her eyes less than five seconds
later as she recognized the scent of roasting marshmallows in the
wood smoke. And maybe roasting hot dogs. Both smelled delicious.
Her mouth watered and her stomach grumbled at the thought.

She focused on the red numbers of the alarm
clock by her bed. Who would be up roasting marshmallows after two
in the morning?

She pulled the quilted comforter over her
head and tried to ignore the wonderful smells.

Of course she had left open the doors to her
balcony. On a summer night like this, with the dog days of August
having inexplicably become previews of the soon-to-come weather of
autumn, not opening the balcony doors would have been a
crime against nature. How was she to know some crazy party person
was going to fire up their grill in the middle of the night and
make her hungry?

Her stomach grumbled again. Breakfast
suddenly seemed a long way away. She remembered the leftover
enchiladas from the platter Lupe had brought over that afternoon.
Once Lupe’s Grannie Litta had learned that Faye and her family
loved enchiladas, she had started making extra and sending them
over with Lupe. Homemade Tex-Mex suddenly sounded like the best
possible middle-of-the-night snack.

Faye threw off her comforter and got out of
bed. The chill was enough that she pushed her feet into her fuzzy
white slippers. The slippers would also help her walk more quietly.
She didn’t want to have to share her leftover enchilada midnight
snack with her parents or, worse, Flub.

The tasty scents, and memories of fireside
s’mores, drew her to the French doors that led to her balcony and
she took a deep breath. And coughed in surprise as she saw what had
to be the glow of a fire in the northwest corner of North Park.

Faye pushed open the screen door and stepped
out onto her balcony, thinking there was no way she was seeing a
real fire. She almost wished she had her mother’s cellphone so she
could call 911. But she didn’t. Because it was not an
out-of-control fire. It was a campfire.

From her balcony she could see over the
six-foot iron fence and the thick holly hedge that surrounded North
Park. In the northwest corner, away from the picnic tables with
their built-in charcoal grills, under a tall oak, a small fire had
been built between two of the oak’s bigger roots.

Faye strained to see more clearly. Maybe it
was a trick of the fire, or maybe she was actually still asleep and
only dreaming about getting up to snack on leftover enchiladas.
What appeared to be children–

No. Not children. Not even the backlit
silhouettes of children. The shadows of children were seated
around the fire, with the shadows of skinny roasting sticks held
over the flames.

Faye squeezed her eyes closed, counted to
five, then opened them again. The fire was still there, and so were
the shadows of children. As if the children that had cast the
shadows had simply left them behind when they stepped away for a
minute.

She moved to her right, going to a corner of
the balcony to get a different angle. Nothing changed, except that
now she could see that one of the shadows was taller than the
others. Or longer. Or whatever it was about one shadow that could
make it seem bigger or longer than another shadow or shadows.

She decided she needed to take a closer
look.

“I wish I had brought my pouch,” she
whispered, and put her hand in the pocket of her pajama pants. She
pulled out the leather pouch Mrs. Lipscomb had given her. She
checked if any fairy dust had accumulated in her pouch. Sometimes
it did that. Much like normal dust accumulated on the books on the
shelves of her room no matter how often she attacked them with the
feather duster. She felt a pinch of fairy dust in the bottom of the
pouch, which was all she needed.

She sprinkled the dust on her head, then
stepped over the railing of her balcony and floated down to the
grass. She left a thin trail of fading sparklies in the air as she
descended. She hoped her slippers didn’t get grass stained as she
walked in a crouch across the front lawn. The slippers had been the
first thing she ever wished for, if unintentionally, and actually
received. She didn’t want them ruined.

When she reached Outer Circle Drive, she
made herself stand straight. With nothing to crouch behind, and the
almost-Full Moon lighting her better than any spotlight, crouching
made no sense. She crossed the street feeling conspicuous in her
pajamas and fuzzy slippers.

She felt less conspicuous as she walked
along the sidewalk to the wide gate of North Park. The holly bushes
that formed a hedge were taller than she was. Still, she tried to
walk as quietly as she could.

She reached the gate, which was always open,
and the end of the hedge. She leaned to look around the holly
bushes.

The campfire was still there, contained
within a ring of small stones, crackling on the dry wood of fallen
branches. The shadows she had seen before had children attached to
them now, which made her feel a lot better. She realized she had
been holding her breath, and let it out.

The wood smoke tickled her nose again. As
she covered her mouth with her hand and fought the urge to sneeze,
she looked at the group around the fire. There were five children
and one older girl, maybe a teenager, who seemed to be in charge.
The children and the girl were dressed in similar green and brown
outfits, shorts and boots with shortsleeve shirts and colorful
scarves, like Boy Scout uniforms. The two boys had scruffy hair
that seemed to point in all directions, especially up, while the
girls had long pigtails on either side of their heads or even
longer ponytails down their backs. There wasn’t a curl or a wave in
the group, boy or girl, and like their outfits, their hair was
variations on the color brown, from a pale fawn similar to Faye’s,
to a rich, dark chocolate. The older girl wore her hair loose, with
no ponytail, but it was as long as the other girls. Bedrolls and
backpacks were being used as seats around the fire.

The group looked friendly. The
children were holding their roasting sticks with one hand and
giggling, the girls covering their mouths with their free hands,
while the older girl talked, obviously telling a funny story,
waving her arms for emphasis. Still, Faye whispered the wish that
she had brought her wand, then pulled the straight holly branch
with its three green leaves from her pouch.

Faye held her wand behind her back, then
started to step around the hedge and through the open gate, fully
intending to ask–nicely, of course–who had given the group
permission to camp, much less have a fire, in North Park, but she
stopped as the teenager in charge and one of the children stood.
Faye stood there with her mouth open, no words coming out as she
realized that the scale of this idyllic camping scene was off. Way
off.

The standing child looked normal enough next
to the older girl, but compared to the bench of the nearest picnic
table, he couldn’t be more than ten inches tall. Twelve inches at
most. And the teenage girl–she looked like a teenage girl,
anyway–was no more than eighteen inches tall. If that.

Faye pulled back behind the holly bush. Her
first thought was fairies. The lack of visible wings, though,
seemed to refute this guess. She had only ever met one fairy,
Edward Pennyfeather. He hadn’t had any wings when she first met
him, but that had been because his wings had been stolen by the
Spring Hag. But these were obviously children. Were fairy children
born without wings? Faye had no idea.

Faye thought of Brenna and Lupe, and
wondered if she should call them. Or maybe just Brenna, since Lupe
didn’t have her own phone. Faye didn’t have her own phone either,
but her mother’s phone was never more than a wish away. Except it
was so late. Phone calls after two in the morning were never fun.
And, seriously, it was just a group of miniature Boy Scouts and
Girl Scouts. What was the worst they could do? Merit-badge her to
death?

Faye clenched her wand in right hand and
made up her mind. She stepped around the holly bush.

The wind picked up and pushed against Faye’s
face, causing her to blink. The sound of the wind in her ears was
like the distant roar of a lion. She saw the trees in North Park
lean as if pushed and the tiny campfire bent over sideways. Then
the wind was gone, as quickly as it had gusted, and in its wake
came the scared yelping of a dog.

When Faye looked at the campfire again, it
had resumed a more typical vertical orientation, and still burned
steadily. The backpacks and bedrolls were there, arranged in a
loose circle around the fire, but not even the shadows of the tiny
children and the girl remained. The roasting sticks the children
had been holding in the flames had been discarded in the dirt
outside the ring of stone.

Except for Faye, standing near the gate
clutching her wand, North Park was empty.


Chapter 4

Lupe

Another Other

 


Lupe felt the saber-toothed tiger’s impending
attack and swerved to her left. The huge tusk missed, but the
tiger’s giant mouth closed on her left rear leg. The pain was cold,
like being bitten by icicles, but the bite didn’t stop her. The
teeth didn’t penetrate skin or pierce muscle or scrape on bone.
They just felt like they did all of those things. Lupe yelped in
pain, but kept running.

She had run down her street, 77th East
Avenue, running away from the huge ghost, heading for Outer Circle
Drive, heading for Faye’s house. Brenna would probably be more
useful against a ghost, since Lupe’s Extra Tooth didn’t seem to be
working, but Faye’s house, Hawkbriar, was on the way to Brenna’s.
Mrs. Lipscomb’s house, The Parsonage, was across from Hawkbriar,
but Lupe didn’t want to wake the old lady. Not at this time of
night. Not intentionally, anyway. But if the tiger’s roar and
Lupe’s barking and yelping did the trick, Lupe wouldn’t complain.
At this point, she would be OK with waking the entire
neighborhood.

Lupe swerved out of the street and across
the yard of a pink house with a large weeping willow dominating its
front yard. She leaped over the roots of the tree and headed for
the open gate in the chain-link fence that encompassed the backyard
of the next house. She didn’t look back. She didn’t need to
look back to know the ghost of the saber-toothed tiger was still
behind her, even if it had had to slow, some, and alter its course
to get around the tree.

She wished she had time to wonder why a
ghost had to go around a tree.

Once through the gate, in the backyard, she
cut right, along the back of the house, to the far side of the
backyard where she knew a section of the chain-link fence was bent
low, all but flattened the previous winter when an ice storm had
toppled a tree. She went under the car port along the side of the
house, though the narrow gap between an old car and the house. The
saber-toothed tiger roared another of its windy ghost-roars behind
her.

She hoped it was a roar of frustration, and
that she had opened some distance between them.

She cut across the next lawn and was back on
77th East Avenue, less than a block from Outer Circle Drive. She
risked a look behind her. She couldn’t see the ghost. That scared
her even more. She tried to run faster.

The saber-toothed tiger came at her from her
left just as she reached Outer Circle Drive, roaring and bearing
down on her like a silver train. It had run past her, behind the
line of houses, and was cutting her off.

Lupe pulled up, her claws scraping on the
smooth pavement of Outer Circle Drive. She managed not to fall. The
ghost had no issues of mass in motion. It stopped in the middle of
the intersection, in front of her.

“You cannot escape me, little
puppy.”

Lupe barked, “I’m going to try.”

She feinted to her left, then bolted right.
She didn’t follow the curve of Outer Circle Drive. She ran
straight, aiming for the wide gap between Mended Bow and the first
unnamed house of the North Tract Addition.

The ghost had cut off her direct route to
Faye’s house, but maybe she could there get in a more roundabout
fashion. Unlike most of the houses along Outer Circle Drive, Mended
Bow didn’t have a fence around its backyard. Instead, the backyard
sloped up into the urban forest that had grown along Interstate
I-44.

Lupe ran across the backyard, around the
outdoor kitchen with its oversized grill, and up the slope. She was
heading for the trees. She didn’t know if any of those trees were
as old as the big weeping willow, but if the ghost had to go around
even just a few of them, maybe she could put another gap between
her and it.

She could sense the saber-toothed tiger
following her, loping along, one of its strides equalling at least
five of hers. She realized that if she were opening a gap, it was
because the ghost was letting her. It knew it could catch up to her
at any time. It only had to wait until she ran herself out. Just as
she had been with the rabbit she chased earlier. Time was on the
ghost’s side. Her breath was already coming in hot, gasping pants.
Maybe she should start looking for a place to hide instead of
trying to get help.

Weaving her way between two pines that grew
close enough their branches intertwined, she remembered an old,
giant redbud tree that predated both highways and maybe even the
entire Spring Hollow neighborhood. The redbud had three huge
branches that divided near the ground and twisted up into the sky.
In spring it was a swirling pillar of pink blossoms amid the bright
green buds of oaks and maples. More important for Lupe, the base of
the trunk was almost as big as a VW Beetle, and had a gap between
two of the branches. She had been too big to crawl into that
cramped, wooden cave since she turned five, but maybe, now that she
was a dog, she would fit again. And maybe the ancient, living wood
of the tree would protect her from this ghost, if she squeezed in
as far as she could. Unable to think of any alternative, Lupe cut
left, back down the slope toward North Park.

Lupe had been paying only passing attention
to the scents in the air. Amid the trees, she had smelled evidence
of small animals, like squirrels and opossums and rabbits, and
something more canine that might have been a fox. She even smelled
the scents of children that had been playing in the trees that
afternoon. As she got close to the big redbud tree, though, the
nature of the scents changed. The smells became a chaotic melange
that burned her nose, a slurry of odors, more pungent than a
landfill under the Oklahoma sun, but not inherently bad.
Just unexpectedly strong, with an electric-metallic tinge
underneath. It that made her eyes water. Many of the scents she had
never experienced. If she wasn’t running for her life, she would
have stopped to investigate.

Then the redbud was ahead of her, a dark
shape in the night that spiralled up from its knobby octopus of
roots to disappear into the canopy of trees over her head. The
mouth of the tiny cave between its thick branches was a slash of
black that divided the dark silhouette. The gap seemed bigger
tonight, deeper. More than big enough for the dog she had
become.

Lupe leaped the last ten feet and dived into
the gap with her forelegs extended. The intense scents became even
more intense as she entered the darkness of the cave. Grimacing a
doggie grimace, Lupe realized that dogs needed thumbs for more than
just twisting doorknobs. Without a thumb, she couldn’t properly
hold her nose. Her eyes watered as she braced for landing. She
prepared herself to twist around in the closed space and face back
the way she had come, back at the ghost of the saber-toothed tiger,
as soon as she landed.

She didn’t land.

Her leap became a freefall.

She thrashed about with all four legs. She
twisted to see behind her or above her or anything anywhere. The
blackness of the cave surrounded her. She couldn’t even seen her
body, or her paws in front of her face. She barked in alarm. The
sound was absorbed by the blackness. Only her sense of smell
remained. She barked again, letting it become a howl she could not
hear.

Yellow light exploded around her with the
sound of her howl, just before she landed in a heap on a soft
surface of decaying leaves. She rolled and came up against a pair
of legs wearing black trousers.

“What iss thisss?” a voice hissed down at
her. “Get away!”

Lupe looked up. Her eyes followed the
trousers up to a vest with a gold watch chain and double-breasted
jacket. Then from there to the flat black eyes of the oversized,
green-scaled snake head that rose from the collar of the white
shirt. Green-scaled lizard hands came from the ends of the jacket
sleeves. One of the unfamiliar smells in the air around Lupe
resolved itself into the oily, musky scent of the snakeman–or maybe
he was a lizardman since he had legs.

Whichever he was, he stepped away from Lupe
with a look of reptilian disgust, his tongue flicking out and back
in. “Get away,” he said again, this time adding, “mutt.” He drew
back his right leg, as if to kick her.

Lupe rolled to her feet and scurried away
from the lizardman. She backed into something warm and soft that
smelled of rabbit. Lupe twisted her neck to look up. And up. And
up. A brown-furred rabbit wearing a green gardner’s jacket with a
matching bonnet around its head, with its ears drooping out of the
front of the bonnet, looked down at her, its nose twitching up and
down. The rabbit was at least as tall as Lupe’s father, maybe
taller. It stood next to another rabbit of similar size and similar
attire, though blue. Both rabbits held wicker baskets in their
smaller front paws.

Lupe hoped this huge rabbit had no idea how
she had spent the earlier part of the night.

The rabbit in the green jacket didn’t say
anything, it didn’t even show her its teeth, it just flexed the leg
Lupe had bumped into and pushed Lupe out of its way. Forcefully.
Lupe stumbled but managed not to fall on her face as the two
rabbits walked past her.

Lupe threaded her way through a forest of
legs–trousered legs, rabbit legs, bird legs and something that
might not have been legs at all–dodging kicks and ignoring the
curses muttered, hissed and maybe quacked at her, until she was at
the edge of a clearing maybe fifty feet across. Once she was out of
reach of all kicking-type appendages, she sat on her haunches,
panting, and looked around.

She was no longer in the urban woods of
Spring Hollow, that much was certain. The slope of the hill up to
the highway crossing was gone. This was a level patch of ground, a
clearing surrounded by a circle of huge, old trees. Including, Lupe
noticed, the oversized redbud tree she had sought refuge in. The
other trees were of different types, mostly varieties of oak,
including a live oak with thick branches that twisted around the
other trunks. There was also a banyan tree dominating one end of
the clearing with its gallery of narrow trunks. All the trees had
large, black gaps, as if their trunks had been partially split.

As Lupe watched, another lizardman–no, a
lizardwoman–stepped out of the blackness between two thin
banyan trunks. Like the lizardman, she wore a black suit, but this
one had a skirt instead of trousers, no vest over her white
button-up shirt, and she had blood red coloring on her lips and
around her eyes. She also wore the most insidious-looking pair of
high heels that Lupe had ever seen. The lizardwoman’s three-clawed
feet extended from the open toe, with a fourth claw hanging over
the four-inch heel. Thin black straps held the shoe to her
foot.

The two lizardpeople leaned their heads
close. Their tongues flicked in and out as they hissed into the
each other’s ear holes. The lizardwoman glanced in Lupe’s
direction, then both creatures turned their backs on Lupe and
walked away.

Lupe felt some of her fear and confusion
ebb. If she had come here–wherever here was–through her
tree, she could, presumably, go back to Spring Hollow the same way.
She would try it. In a few minutes. After she had rested a bit. And
after the ghost of the saber-toothed tiger had time to get
distracted and wander away. Ghosts always got distracted,
eventually.

Her first thought was that this was the
Other side, where she and Faye and Brenna had gone to rescue Faye’s
brother. But the air didn’t smell like the Other side. She could
not smell even a hint of either Spring Pond or Spring Pond Other.
This place was … somewhere else.

Lupe looked around. The clearing was lit by
dozens of lanterns hung from the branches of the various trees, and
was half-filled with a variety of people and species Lupe had not
seen outside of a science-fiction or comic book fan convention.
These weren’t people in costumes, though. The lizard couple had
already demonstrated that. Despite the human-like suits, there was
no way those two had been people wearing costumes. Nor could any
costume create the legs on the ostrich-sized, chicken-like,
bird-thing that looked down at Lupe with a disturbing amount of
interest.

Lupe backed further away from the bird-thing
and other creatures. With a start, she realized that the crowd in
the clearing had more in common with
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