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CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

“YOU’VE got to be kidding me!”

Jelani Marsh bit her tongue as she nearly tripped, running for the uniformed Missoula police officer beckoning a tow truck toward her seven-year-old sedan.

“No, wait!” She lunged for the car door, the taste of blood in her mouth. “I’ve got to get to work! Hey!”

The tall officer grabbed her wrist and pulled her back.

“Miss Marsh, I’m sorry. Laws are meant to be enforced.”

She peered up through long dark bangs. “Richard?”

He at least had the decency to look sheepish. “You’ve got half a dozen unpaid tickets. I’m within my rights.”

“This doesn’t have anything to do with tickets, you jerk! This is because I quit going out with you. Bite me!” Embarrassed as her neighbors slowed to stare at the patrol car and flashing lights, she leveled a kick at him which he barely avoided.

He waved the tow truck on its way. Her silver sedan with its faded multi-colored bumper sticker reading “Mother Earth: the original uppity woman” disappeared down Rattlesnake Drive.

She could not give him the satisfaction of hearing what she really thought.

Swallowing the rest of the bad language that came to her tongue, she started walking, feeling his disappointed gaze burn into the back of her head. Fabulous. It would take her twenty-five minutes to get to the coffee shop now. She’d be late. And late for the fundraiser for the Wildlife House after that.

As she reached Broadway, a worn blue bicycle pulled up next to her, horn screeching over its rider’s distinctive squeal. “Where is your car, woman?”

Jelani eyed her best friend, Iris Pallaton, whose blonde hair swirled above the bright cloud of a magenta blouse. “Richard had it towed.”

“Rat bastard!”

“Tell me about it. I’m late.” Jelani headed off again.

Iris pedaled along the curb beside her. “You should call his supervisor and complain.”

“And what? Humiliate myself because he’s a jerk? Screw him!”

“Maybe you should.” Iris laughed. “Then he’d be too awed to bother you again.”

Jelani glared as they crossed the street. “Funny.”

On the far side, she caught the glint of glass in the middle of the sidewalk. “What idiot would drop a bottle when there’s a trash can right there?” she grumbled. “I’ll get it. First karma points of the day.”

Iris climbed off the bike and put down the kickstand. “What is that?” She bent down near the object. “Oh, sweet Gaia! It’s a glass slipper!”

No kidding. It really appeared to be a shoe made of glass. A large one.

“Who would have left this here?” Jelani picked it up, looking around for a prankster camera team. Something kept her from tossing the shoe.

“Try it on,” Iris whispered. “It would get Richard Snyder off your mind.”

“Richard is not on my mind. He’s on my shit list.”

“Oooh. Sorry.” Iris ran her finger over the shoe. “You’re chicken anyway.”

“Don’t even go there.”

“Chicken. Bawk-bawk.” Iris giggled.

“Fine! If it means I can get to work.” Reaching down with her right hand, she unzipped her boot and kicked it off. “Ready? You want a picture?”

Iris dug for her cellphone and raised it, ready to take a shot. “Just in case your prince shows up right then.”

“I don’t need a prince,” Jelani complained. “I don’t need a man. I need a new life.”

Setting the shoe on the ground, Jelani slipped her foot in it and gently stepped down, not sure to what expect.

The slipper shattered, slicing into the sole of her foot.

Nauseous, Jelani screamed and could only watch in disbelief as tiny men sprang from the blood trickling under the broken shoe. She lost track of how many.

With the biggest maybe two inches high, the men scattered into the shadows around the nearest building and disappeared.

She lifted her foot, shaking off the blood, and examined her sole to see if glass remained buried in her skin.

“Did you see that?” Iris gasped, nearly breathless. She grabbed at the wall, eyes closed for a moment.

Jelani felt faint, too, suddenly washed out. “I don’t know.”

There were no glass fragments in her foot or anywhere. The shoe had vanished. The only trace of the whole incident was dark blood, slowly drying in the sun on the sidewalk. As she watched, the cuts in her foot healed.

Iris knelt to peer at Jelani’s foot. “There were little people. Naked little people. They ran away. I swear they did.”

“Did you get pictures?”

“I almost forgot!” Iris got up and activated the screen on her cellphone, pressed the arrow. Jelani leaned close to watch the whole thing replay in living color. “Oh. Bless. My. God,” Iris said, in her shock reverting to the male deity.

Jelani nodded. “And the horse He rode in on.”

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

THE Butterfly Herb Company was one of the many coffee shops on the north side of the Clark Fork, the river that divided Missoula.

When Jelani arrived even later than she’d anticipated, her harried employer, Mrs. Sutton, simply waved her behind the busy counter before retreating up the wooden steps to the loft office.

Jelani was grateful to escape an expected reprimand, but her mind remained in a whirl. However she considered what had happened, no explanation presented itself.

“You look puzzled, missy.”

The familiar voice penetrated Jelani’s thoughts, as she measured espresso in the small brew basket for her next order, and then flipped on the brew cycle.

One of Jelani’s favorite customers, Dee, rated a sincere smile. The older woman was perhaps of Native American descent, her long straight and black hair dramatically streaked with gray at her temples.

“Not puzzled. Annoyed. How are you, Dee?”

“I saw a pair of hawks this morning.”

“A good sign.” Jelani poured the deep-toned chocolate hazelnut coffee over ice and handed it to her waiting customer, wishing she had time for one herself since it was her personal favorite. She was about to ask Dee for her order, when she saw the woman had a steaming cup in hand. “You’ve got coffee already.”

“We couldn’t wait,” Dee apologized. “Astan has errands.”

She gestured over her shoulder to a dark-eyed young man in a black pea coat and slacks who stood nearby, perusing a rack of greeting cards. He reacted to his name with a curious but brief glance.

“You remember my grandson?” Dee asked.

Jelani smiled at the young man of the brooding good looks. She’d noticed him on other days with Dee, but he had yet to speak to her. “Hello, Astan,” she called to him, before she took the next customer’s order.

He mumbled a response and withdrew with his own steaming cup to the candle display closer to the front of the narrow shop.

Figures. The ones I like have no need for me.

“He’s shy,” Dee said. “Around girls.”

“I don’t bite.” Jelani laughed and took the next customer’s request. Even if he stole her car, she wouldn’t bite him. Kick him a little, maybe. “What message do you think the hawks bring?”

“I’m not sure yet. A change is in the wind, though. Of that I’m sure.” Dee’s smile was mysterious. She studied Jelani’s face a moment. “I see something is on your mind. Do you seek a message of your own?”

“It’s nothing,” Jelani replied, realizing after she’d spoken that she’d mixed a double espresso instead of a single. Better not overdose someone on caffeine without consent. She set it aside and began again with a dark laugh.

“I’ve discovered one myth from my childhood is just a myth. There is no such thing as Prince Charming.”

“I brought you something,” Dee replied with a cryptic smile. She pulled a narrow, wrapped package from her large hand-woven shoulder bag. “Hang this over your bed.”

Jelani paused as Mrs. Sutton passed by, heading for the front counter to help another regular visitor with a bulk coffee purchase. Since Butterfly Herbs competed with a dozen other local shops including several little drive-throughs, every regular was treasured.

While Jelani waited on the coffee to brew, she took a quick peek in the bag. Inside was a beautifully woven dreamcatcher, made from thick gold and umber threads, embellished with tiny pinecones and blue jay feathers.

“It’s beautiful.”

“The blue jay symbolizes clarity and courage,” Dee said. “He brings voice to what remains unspoken.”

“Oh.” After the brew finished, Jelani set the dreamcatcher aside a moment to foam the latte milk with practiced hands, before passing it to her impatient customer. “Thank you, Dee. Even if I don’t know what’s ‘not spoken’, you know I don’t have a hard time telling people off.”

“One cannot say what one has not realized.” Dee’s smile remained mysterious.

Well, no kidding. Jelani turned to the next customers in line, students, by the look of them, and tried to keep their orders straight while her mind wandered. The next time Jelani looked up, Dee and her grandson were gone.

Odd. But then, the whole day had been odd.

After Dee’s visit, she couldn’t get on track again. In the next hour, she botched several orders in a row, so she pled a headache and asked to go home. Mrs. Sutton frowned, but let her go.

Her small one-bedroom apartment was not where she intended to brood, alone. Instead, she detoured to the small second floor apartment of the people most likely to set her straight.

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 3

 

 

 

JELANI climbed the narrow wooden stairs of the old storefront off Orange Street, frowning as the bare light bulb overhead flashed and threatened to go out.

The air held faint traces of the smell of a cooked dish that teased her mind, not clear enough to identify.

Or maybe she was just too distracted by the scene from the sidewalk that morning. Impossible to believe, even when she’d watched it again on Iris’ cellphone as she’d walked.

When did fairy tales come to life? Where did those people go? Why did her foot heal? What the hell had happened?

Maybe now she’d get some answers.

The light flickered, intermittently illuminating cobwebs along the ceiling, thick with dust. She knocked once. Paused. Knocked two times. Paused again. Then knocked once more. Though she heard the bass line thump of heavy metal music inside, she knew no one would answer without the Code. When no one answered anyway, she leaned close to the unmarked wooden door with the paint tiredly starting to peel.

“Come on, you guys, it’s Jelani! Open up!”

The door opened a crack. A narrow slice of pale face appeared between the door and frame. Thick dark bangs nearly covered the nervous eye that studied her.

“About time, Crispy.” Jelani waited with annoyance as the chain slid back. Then she stepped inside when the door creaked open. The door was shut closed behind her.

“You can never be too careful.” The skinny little man shuffled past her up the hallway. One foot dragged as he walked. Jelani had never heard why. They just all knew that Ron “Crispy” Mendell had done too many drugs in his difficult and misguided youth.

Jelani followed him through the hall’s dim light toward the music. Peering around the corner into the living room, she eyed the Cave.

Built from computer towers, monitors, data storage bins, file cabinets and dozens of empty Creamy Cupcake cartons, the Cave was the place from which Crispy’s roommate Delano Donatelli viewed the world. The man most called Lane currently had four computer screens active, rotating on his wheeled desk chair to access their slaved keyboards in random order.

Crispy retreated into the kitchen, mumbling. Jelani leaned closer to hear him. “Watch out for the camera,” he repeated.

“What camera?”

“He got a webcam. The government can hear us now.”

“The government can’t hear us just because I have a webcam,” Lane scolded from the other room. His tone made it clear it was not the first time he had said it, and that it wouldn’t be the last.

Crispy shook his head, as he took the whistling teakettle off the stove. “We’re doomed.” His half of the beige-walled room was spotless, the half not responsible for the detritus of the Cave. The sparse furnishings were a step in class down from hers, early rummage sale instead of late Salvation Army.

She idly plucked dead leaves from a scraggly schefflera. This is too far from the light, she thought, her affinity for growing things kicking in. “Come on little friend. We’ll get you to a healthier place. But you must do your part to flourish.” She picked up the eight-inch terra cotta pot and placed it by the window. “How’s it going, Lane?”

“Just fine and dandy.” Lane gifted her with his wide, crooked grin. He proudly showed off his ample black T-shirt emblazoned in magenta: For the Horde! “Had a great flame session with some total noobs. PWN’ed ’em, clearly.”

Jelani raised an eyebrow, not well versed in computer lore. “Is that good?”

“You computer virgins are so cute.” He cackled at her confusion. “What brings you here?”

“Yes,” Crispy said, coming up behind her. “You haven’t come for a week.” He set a tray with a steaming teapot and three glass mugs on the table. The spicy scent told her he’d brewed chai. Several powdered sugar c graced a blue plate, as well. “Iris comes more often.”

With a chuckle, Lane rolled his chair over to the small table with its green felt placemats, pulling out a chair for Jelani before his fat fingers grabbed a cookie. “Iris has the earth-shaking task of prying you from our humble abode into the great outdoors, Crisp. Five years into that continuing voyage of agoraphobia where no man has gone before. When Jelly Bean comes, it’s just to see us.”

Crispy frowned a little and took the other chair. “Iris is my friend, too.”

“I know she is, Crisp. No worries there.” Lane turned an amused gaze on Jelani. “Heard Richard had your car towed.  Asshat.”

“Did Iris call you?”

“Nah. Got a permanent hack into the police broadcast frequencies.” He shrugged back toward the Cave. “He was going to file obstruction of justice on you, too. You kicked him?”

“He moved.”

“Ah. Smart man.” Lane leaned over to examine her boots. “Steel toed?”

“No.” She tried not to smirk and poured some tea.

“Too bad.”

“You should never date a government agent,” Crispy said in a dark tone.

“It wasn’t a date. He had tickets to the Jazz Festival at the university and I was broke and it was my birthday and I really wanted to go.” Jelani sighed. Now that was karma. Use a man just to see a concert and he has your car towed.

“Come on, girlfriend. You know you went out with him five times.” Lane smirked and took a second cookie.

Jelani glanced over at the Cave, a little unnerved. “Are you spying on me?”

Crispy nodded. “Webcam. We’re doomed.” He stirred his tea, clanking the spoon on the inside of his cup at exactly the nine and three o’clock positions, and then twitched as he set down the spoon.

“I’m not. Really.” Lane laughed, leaned back in his well-worn chair. “That, Iris told me about. She was worried you were in over your head. Especially after Arik.”

“Great. Just great.” Annoyed, Jelani picked at imagined lint on her chinos. Iris was the kind of girl men loved to date, pretty and blonde and witty. She hardly had a weekend that wasn’t scheduled with something light and fun. Me, I just seem to choose all the losers.

Lane let her off the hook with a wink. “Come on, Jelly Bean, you know we love you.”

She did know that. Over the several years she’d known these men, Jelani had come to appreciate their awkwardness, the way they didn’t seem to fit the world any better than she did. Affectionately dubbed “the Boys” by most who knew them, the two were a real Mutt and Jeff. She and Iris dropped in frequently, since Crispy never left the apartment.

“Now, let’s turn that frown upside down. Cough it up. What’s bugging you?”

Jelani pulled Iris’ cellphone from her pocket. “You have to see this.” She held out the phone, activated the playback, and then watched their warm smiles change to dead shock.

“Where’s that from? You pull it off the net?” Lane took the cellphone from her, played it again.

“No! That’s on Broadway just before Higgins Street. That’s Iris’ phone. That’s my foot.”

Lane stopped and looked at the phone. “Oh. So it is.”

Crispy gasped. “Aliens!”

“What?” Jelani stared at the now shaking man.

“Aliens! You must have been taken aboard the mothership! Maybe that other summer, remember, when you disappeared for a week.”

She tried to grab his hand, but he was too agitated. “Crispy. Crispy, listen! I didn’t disappear for a week. I told you that. I went to Mount St. Helens with the University’s ecology club.”

Lane rolled his chair into the Cave to start tapping on a couple of the keyboards. “Yeah, buddy, remember? She even brought you some ugly chunk of lava from the last blow.”

Crispy’s forehead furrowed, trying to recall such an event. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess.” His smile was only tentative. “Maybe they got you some other time.”

“Aliens?” Jelani bit her lip. She couldn’t rule it out. The little men did have an E.T. kind of feel to them. But, no. No way. That would be crazy.

Lane was still moving from screen to screen, clearly searching for something.

Jelani couldn’t decide whether or not she found it comforting that he had an actual answer in mind. That made the whole crazy mess seem way too real.

“Not aliens,” Lane finally said, after an uncomfortable silence that seemed to stretch on forever.

“Great! What then?” She walked over, watching where she stepped once she crossed the threshold of the Cave, wary of thick wires and unrecognizable bits of discarded food on the floor. He had plugged Iris’ phone into a wire that led somewhere deep in the tangle of cables behind the nearest computer tower. The enlarged video blurred and broke up into small squares when anything moved, but there were the little naked men, fuzzy, and revealed in more detail than she’d been able to see on the tiny cellphone screen. They had faces, fingers, and small….

She blinked, as she realized they were anatomically correct.

Crispy inched closer, obviously unwilling to come within range of the webcam. “Not aliens?”

Lane shifted his bulk in the chair, rolled to a second keyboard where he brought up several pictures of other little men who resembled those running in a continuous loop on the first screen. “Homunculi. Just like the ones in Fullmetal Alchemist,” he said in admiration.

“Full Metal what? Isn’t that a Vietnam movie?” Jelani was puzzled. “They’re Asian?”

“Manga,” Crispy interjected softly.

“Oh, comic books.”

“No!” Lane growled. “Manga are not ‘comic books.’ They’re an art form.” He rolled back to the first screen, studied it. “In Fullmetal Alchemist the homunculi were artificial humans, named for the seven deadly sins, with a piece of the Philosopher’s Stone instead of a heart. Magic enemies.”

“Magic?” Was he nuts?

“Deadly sins. I don’t like the sound of that.” Crispy twitched back over to the table and cleared the dishes, taking them to the kitchen. A few moments later, a lighter snapped, followed by the unmistakable sweet odor of a clove cigarette.

“Ugh. That’s a nasty habit, Crisp.”

“He won’t listen. I’ve printed out studies showing clove cigs have more nicotine and all that bad crap than regulars. Doesn’t help. Guess if he can stand to live with my idiosyncrasies, I can tolerate his paranoia, OCD and cloves, huh?” Lane smiled at her.

“I don’t see how you guys live together at all.”

Lane and Crispy had been foster brothers for a number of years, both sets of parents found unfit by the court system. Neither had worthwhile family connections they wanted to renew, so after they each turned eighteen, they had moved in together. They were very close. Some thought perhaps they shared more than the apartment. Jelani had never asked.

None of my business. Long as they’re happy.

Both men preferred to stay in 24-7. Crispy’s agoraphobia had progressed, after five years of working with Iris, to a point that he could go out under the porch canopy into the fenced back yard to tend a few plants, but that was the extent of it. He received disability checks from the government, but Iris was convinced someday Crispy would be back in the workforce.

Lane, on the other hand, had no physical disability. He just preferred electronics to people. Lane freelanced various consulting jobs on a variety of topics over the Internet. While he was responsible for the errands, he preferred to make arrangements over the computer. Their bills were paid online, and all groceries and medications delivered by cyber-order. The pair had a beat-up red pickup truck some fifteen years old, but Jelani hadn’t seen it driven more than a dozen times.

Lane eyed the video. “What did Iris say about this?”

“Not much. We were both late for work, thanks to Richard. I told her I was going to come here and she gave me her phone.” The small apartment quickly started to reek of smoke and she crossed to crank open a window.

“Smog day.” Crispy scolded from the kitchen, peeking around the door frame.

“I’ll take my chances.” Missoula’s beautiful valley location unfortunately lent itself to occasional bouts of inversion, where smoke and other pollutants would be trapped by the surrounding blue-gray mountains. “Besides, it’s May now, not winter. You should be fine. At least long enough to keep the rest of us from dying of lung cancer.”

Crispy’s dark eyes studied her with pity. “Everything gives you cancer.”

“Thanks, Crisp. I’ll make that my cheery motto of the day.” Jelani took the cellphone from Lane. “So, what am I going to do about this? Do we report the…ah, magic little men to the authorities?”

Lane burst out laughing. “Awww. That’s so sweet. You’d do anything to call Richard, wouldn’t you?”

“What? No!”

“Calm down, honey. It’s all good. You let Brother Lane do some research, okay? Let me see what we can find about similar occurrences, whatever. I’ll hit Snopes, Urban Legends. I know a couple of guys.” He boosted himself from his chair to hug her awkwardly. “I can call you when I’ve got something.”

She sighed and hugged him back, grateful they hadn’t just laughed at her. “All right. You guys need anything?”

“Nope. Got Tipu’s bringing over curry and naan for dinner. Was that masala or tharka dahl, Crisp?”

“Masala. It’s organic. No commercial poisons.”

Jelani thought of the thick spicy soup and her mouth watered. “Mmmm. I’m jealous. I’ve got a skinny girl’s frozen meal. Chicken and something green.” She shrugged.

“Yummy.” Lane wheeled back into the Cave and activated two new screens and computer keyboards, started tapping in commands, already lost in the hunt.

“Bye,” Crispy said, peeking from his safe haven behind the kitchen door.

“Catch you guys later, then.” Jelani checked to make sure she had the cellphone and let herself out, hearing quick footsteps follow and then the scrape of the chain lock behind her.

She walked down the street to catch the bus, the realization her car was still held hostage by a petulant patrolman burning in her memory.

The sky had clouded up again, but the bus came before it started raining. The other passengers were lost in their own thoughts, so Jelani replayed the tiny video capture, wondering as she watched if she might not just be going crazy after all.

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 4

 

 

 

ASTAN left his grandmother Djana, also known as Dee, in the kitchen to plant yet another pot of aromatic herbs for her windowsill, and retreated into his attic room.

Something was coming.

Djana and her customary circle of old wise women had met in the morning and again in the afternoon, twisting dried herbs into the wreaths that graced every window in the house and drinking steeped wood tea that left a lingering odor. When he was a boy, he used to sit just at the top of the steps and listen for hours to the old women chatter. He didn’t quite understand their talk of exile, royal politics, and old forest conspiracies, but it was fascinating. Almost like a fairy tale.

He thought maybe it was in reference to the Native American histories of the Kootenai and other tribes, which had settled in western Montana before the coming of the white man. When he had attended the town schools, he’d been teased for his odd dark eyes whose corners tilted more than those of his classmates.

As his olive skin tone made it clear he was not of Asian descent, they finally decided to dub him Yahoo the Indian, and the quiet boy was harassed to the point of violence. In Astan’s second year of school, Djana took him home one day and he never returned.

“Am I an Indian, Nana?” he’d asked, feeling the tears on his face as they walked along the sidewalk to her small house.

“You are not an Indian, Astan. Nor is any child of the soil who has lived on this land since the early days. Indians come from India. Those little monsters at school mean Native Americans, those who were here before the humans.” She stopped a moment with a small frown. “Before the Europeans.”

Although he’d heard the self-correction, he had been much more interested in the scraped knee received at the playground when one of the other boys had shoved him. “Are we children of the soil, Nana?”

“We are,” she replied in a warm tone. “We are indeed.”

From that day, she’d taught Astan at home, along with many of the other children and young people who lived with Djana’s women friends. They provided him with resources, both written and oral, each of the women generous with the knowledge they held in one subject or another. He read everything she could get him, even texts from the Mansfield library at the university.

He was consumed by the history of the land of the Bitterroot, where glaciers once covered the Mission Mountains in silent mounds of ice. As he left childhood and entered his second decade of life, Djana and the other women taught him the healing herbs of the forests, the flora and fauna of the region, and above all respect for nature. He and the other boys and girls banded together as a cohesive group, excluded from the lives of the townies, but open to possibilities that the townies would never experience.

Astan stared out his bedroom window at the fading snow atop the mountains. For nearly a year now, some mysterious excitement had consumed the circle. In the past two weeks, their activity had ramped up considerably.

Djana had made repeated stops to Butterfly Herbs, often dragging a reluctant Astan along with her. She’d bought him coffee, though she knew he liked it even less than she did, and she brought presents for the young woman who worked behind the counter. Magic presents, gifts steeped in tradition and folklore.

Astan would have preferred to be out in the woods, where he’d spent most of his youth. The woman didn’t interest him. Her jewelry, sleek haircut, and trendy dark clothes gave him the same vibe as those students at the school of long ago. The townies were self-important and unaware of much beyond the need for consumption.

Better to stick to one’s own kind.

But something in his grandmother’s obsession with this person over the last few days signaled her importance. Whatever was about to happen, Astan was sure she was at the center of it. He’d discovered over the years that Djana and the women didn’t gather without good cause.

Why does Nana push me toward this girl?

One of his grandmother’s favorite sayings came to mind: The best weapon against ignorance is the search for knowledge.

Astan set his mind and his heart on that search, and went back downstairs. He pulled a chair away from the table, turned it so he could straddle it, and studied his grandmother intently.

“So,” Djana said, offering a smile in his direction, “you finally want to know who she is. It’s about time.”

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 5

 

 

 

JELANI’S bulky key ring jingled when she let herself into her small apartment, many of its colored baubles and attachments gifts from Iris, who felt Jelani disguised herself in a wardrobe that included mostly shades of black.

She dropped her mail and Dee’s dreamcatcher next to her fat black cat stretched languidly on the counter.

“Hello, Azrael,” she said, giving the cat a kiss before kicking off her boots.

Iris found it amusing that the cat was named after the archangel of death. While Jelani would agree the cat had a mischievous streak, he was no devil. She’d named him after a cat from an old cartoon she had loved in her childhood.

She put on the kettle for tea and absently scratched Azrael’s neck. He stretched in ecstasy, nearly falling off the counter.

“Whoa!” Jelani blurted, catching him before he tumbled onto the floor and bruising her elbow on the counter in the process.

Azrael jumped down and walked away into the bedroom, tail stiff with disdain.

“Fine. Be that way.” Jelani pouted and followed him, climbing onto her bed to hang the dreamcatcher in just the right place, the blue jay feathers dangling above her pillow. Perhaps it was silly and a waste of time to suspend the pretty webbed circle to catch bad dreams.

It’s the thought that counts, she reminded herself. And she needed all the help she could get.

Taking the pitcher of rainwater that had collected on the front steps during the day, she moved through the two rooms, giving her multitude of plants a fresh drink. Iris complained she lived in a rain forest, but Jelani needed green things around her. They thrived under her touch, and she kept them well tended. She spoke to them and it seemed that they followed her commands, though she knew that was silly. Her ability extended to the plants outdoors, too, and the other volunteer staff at the wildlife rehabilitation center often asked her help with their troubled trees and vines.

When she’d emptied the pitcher, she returned to the kitchen to sort through the mail, the majority of it tossed directly into the trash bin. She stashed a couple of utility bills on the small shelf where she kept such things with her checkbook and credit cards, and came to the last letter. Staring at the return address, a chill crept into her midsection.

Kokomo, Indiana.

Her stepmother’s measured, flowing handwriting.

A thousand memories.

She dropped the letter on the counter, as if it had burned her. For several minutes, she fussed with her yellow-flowered mug and jasmine tea, delaying the decision whether to open the white envelope or trash it with the other stuff she no longer needed in her life.

After some soul-searching, she relented. It had been eight years. A long time to hold a grudge. “Might as well see what she wants.”

She picked up the letter and carried it, with her tea, into the tiny living room to her beige-cushioned papasan chair, her single brand-new purchase. She held the envelope in her hands, while memories trickled around her.

Her father Vincent Marsh had married Carolyn when Jelani had been very small. He had died in a Montana forestry accident when Jelani was fifteen. Carolyn had invited the bereaved girl to stay with the only family she’d known.

Jelani didn’t remember her mother, who had died at Jelani’s birth. In fact, she couldn’t even recall seeing a picture of her. All she knew was her name, Linnea. She must have been dark-haired because Jelani was a brunette, while Vincent’s family members were all blond. Though they visited occasionally with Vincent’s extended family, no one ever turned up on her mother’s side.

Vincent simply described her mother as a loner, and special. “You don’t need to know,” was his universal response.

Despite Carolyn’s generosity, neither she nor Carolyn claimed any great love for the other. During the years they lived together, Carolyn’s girls, both older than Jelani, had been horrid. Jelani hated them so fiercely that even now her eyes burned with tears, recalling those first lonely six months without her father.

Carolyn had sold the old house on Converse Road, leaving its wooded acreage to move into Kokomo proper. She’d never shared her husband’s affinity for the study of nature and escaped from that life as soon as possible. That had been the last straw for Vincent’s daughter, who was drawn to the woods, wild meadows, and the depth of trees. Jelani left when she’d just turned seventeen, migrating to the care of an obscure aunt. She hadn’t seen Carolyn since.

When college came, Jelani sought out a school in the Pacific Northwest, where her father had spent so much time, the place where they’d lost him. The hope of reconnecting with him, if only by proximity to the land he’d loved, had brought her to the University of Montana at Missoula, and she’d been granted a half-scholarship on the strength of her pedigree alone.

Jelani took a deep breath. “Well, I’ve stalled long enough. Let’s see what she wants.”

She opened the envelope, drew out two sheets of blue paper, written only on the front sides.

 

“Dear Jelani: I hope this letter finds you well. It has been some time since we heard from you, so I trust you’ve completed your degree by now and you’re working somewhere. Your father would be so proud to know you followed in his footsteps.”

 

Annoyed, Jelani reached for her tea. What a crock. How could Carolyn ever understand how close Vincent and Jelani had been?

Her father had been a renowned forestry expert, evidenced by a multitude of carefully framed certificates and diplomas on his home office wall. When Jelani was young, the phone rang often, representatives from some institution or other looking for a specialist consultant to serve their needs.

The house had photographs and paintings of the forests and mountains of Idaho and Montana in every room, nearly wall-to-wall in her father’s study. As time went on, he pored over old photo albums for hours, particularly interested in large trees in the area south of Glacier National Park. It became an obsession. The consulting calls came in less frequently, and he spent more and more time locked in his dark-paneled office, leaving Jelani to the mercies of Carolyn’s daughters.

He’d never failed to show his pride in Jelani, though, always attending choral concerts and science fairs. Even in the uncomfortable near-hermit years when he went nowhere else, Vincent would drag himself to school to socialize with the other parents and mingle with the science teachers, who all treated him as though he was extraordinary.

Cognizant of Vincent’s national reputation, the teachers would persuade him to give talks to the class, and Jelani would sit in the back with her head down, like any other teenager embarrassed by a parent. But secretly she was thrilled.

She and her father roamed the Indiana woods together, more so when she was younger. She’d learned to identify trees and other flora, knowing their leaves’ shapes and all sorts of uses for the bark and sap. While Vincent had showed her how to care for them, he didn’t teach her much she didn’t know in her gut. What was important to her was that Vincent didn’t take Carolyn’s girls on these trips. Only her. And he told her he was more proud of what she did there in the woods than anything she learned in school. Those were good times.

She continued with the letter.

 

“Since the other girls are out of the house now, I’ve been thinking I should move into a condo, and so I’ve sold this house. When I was packing, however, I ran across some of your father’s things, papers and books about trees and things. I thought maybe since you’re living out there in the woods, it might be useful to you. Come stay a few days and look through the boxes, if you’d like. The sale on the house closes June 30, so it would have to be before then.”

 

It was already halfway through May. Could she buy tickets at some price she could afford? How would she get the papers and materials she wanted to keep back here? She looked around her little rooms, dismayed. Where would she put them if she did?

In the face of all those questions was a sudden overpowering desire to be close to her father again, to touch his life in some way, even only through papers and photographs he’d made. She’d find a way to go, somehow. 

 

“Let me know your plans, and we’ll look forward to seeing you. Both my daughters have families of their own now. Those little girls will be delighted to know they have an aunt who’s all grown up!”

 

I bet, Jelani thought. Those little girls’ mothers would just as soon run her over with a gas-sucking Hummer. She put aside the letter. She had some money saved. Maybe she’d feel less like she was going crazy if she got away for a few days.

“Oh, no! My car!”

The longer she left the car in the police impound, the more it would cost to ransom it.

A few phone calls located the vehicle and an attendant gave her directions how to retrieve it, with a warning she would have to pay her fines.

She slammed down the phone, frustrated. “Damn you, Richard. Now I’ll have to work Saturdays for a month.”

Three hours later and $126 poorer, she parked the car back where it had been that morning and retreated to do some reading before another exhausted sleep.

* * *

 

SHE awoke in a sweat, a violent dream fading from her mind.

As the smoky remains eluded her mental grasp, all she could remember was the smell of deep forest and traveling with a regiment of black-clothed men.

Two men followed close, just out of sight. They seemed very familiar. But their features evaporated with the remnants of the pine scent and the mist.

In the pitch dark, her heart pounded until the pale light from the digital numbers on her alarm clock let her see she was alone. No trees, vines, or other forest flora around her.

Azrael leapt on the bed, startling her, but his presence was soothing. He complained a bit, and then curled up beside her, his purr an engine’s roar in her ear.

That customary sound lulled her back to sleep. She didn’t encounter the forest or see the men the rest of the night.

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 6

 

 

 

LANE drove Jelani to the airport. 

She had really expected him to return from his investigation with his trademark smarmy look and snappy comeback about how it was a real cute trick and ha-ha-ha, you got us.

But that hadn’t happened.

“Sent your video to a couple friends of mine,” he said, after the engine on the ancient truck had finally rolled over, followed by a roar from the rusting tailpipe. “They verified it wasn’t faked. It’s legit.”

Wishing the seatbelt still worked, she eyed him from the passenger seat as they lurched forward. “Well, gee. Thanks.”

He grinned. “I had to test it out, Jelly Bean. Not that I don’t believe you, but—”

“But?”

“But that’s one helluva story. Your foot healed up right then and there, and the shoe—”

“Disappeared before I put my boot back on.”

Lane stared forward, waiting for a traffic light to change. “You know some of the Magick-type games hold that wizards use an injured creature’s own healing power to mend injuries. By focusing their energy on the pattern of a healthy body inside the injured one, they can speed the process of natural healing, even drawing from their surroundings and other living creatures nearby to jump start the process.” He glanced over at her, an odd look darkening his face. “But as much respect as I have for Iris, she’s no wizard.”

“My life is no D&D game, either.” Irritated, Jelani hunched back into
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