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        ’Tis not what you seek,

        ’tis not where you wend

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Charming Tomorrow

      
        
        When all that was and ever is

        stops marching tomorrow,

        there shoots a changeling

        out dancing doors to endless shores;

        starlight’s never-ending

        For the will of we, calm

        amid ireful storms,

        coax the odd and wheedle the norm

        from head to eye to heart to horn

      

        

      
        Where taken, lent, even borrowed,

        time’s memory retreats,

        charming tomorrow

        on her way to remembering

        if not for us old souls,

        but for the good of Doth;

        whose true kingdom

        lies in ancient dragons who birth

        air to water, fire to earth
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            IN MAYEM’S SHADOW

          

        

      

    

    
      Mayem hit the foggy beach, running. No stranger to a portal dive, his agile rebound rivaled that of a hungry fox. Yet his graceful gait turned bitter, then stalled, giving in to his most recent injury. He cursed the nasty wound, a singe inflicted by a young dragon named Baby. The telling scar wrapped around his right heel, leaving the Ancient in agonizing pain and shoeless for months. At first, he took the burn as a reminder of the futility of raising an infant dragon. But this, he grew to refute, as it only hounded his ongoing woe: that of her utter rejection. Now, alone in a foreign land, he had no way of getting back to Doth without the portal key. And so he kept moving, hopping like a feral gray fox.

      
        
        This barren shore has no people to plunder, no fishers, no nets, nothing. If only I had taken the key from Roulic. It would have brought me someplace pristine, like Gadbanti's island. I've got to get back to my island; Dandling Oars. But how?

      

      

      A plastic water bottle grounded by the tide rolled over the beach. He read the soggy label: Please recycle.

      
        
        Nothing but refuse littering the sea!

      

      

      He dropped it, squishing the bottle with his boot until it was buried in the sand.

      
        
        Damn that Roulic! I’m going to step on him and crush his skull. Rip out his heart. Dance over his body. Take the Pearlytok from his hands. We’ll see how long it takes before he does something he shouldn’t. He’s no saint. Just like his father. A failed do-gooder.

      

      

      Nearing a line of waterfront homes, his head stayed low, obsessing his predicament. He trudged along the beach like a caught fugitive, reluctant to inhabit his cell.

      
        
        I’ve no future here. I’d have to start all over. I’ll be a prisoner unless I get that key. Damn him to Doth.

      

      

      Because of the fog, he couldn't see the cargo tankers on the horizon or the jets taking off from Long Beach Airport. Had he been able to see the island thirty-one miles offshore, he might have realized he'd been to this future world before. Nothing registered until he heard the jangle of keys. It came from hands unlocking a back gate. He stopped, studying the corner house, and his next victim.

      “You’re not supposed to be here!” the old man growled. “This is a private beach.” Mayem’s pitchy eyes went from vacant to icy, staring at the man’s home.

      “I’m sorry I’ve trespassed. Forgive me,” Mayem said. “Could you find it in your heart to bring me a glass of water? I’ve a terrible thirst.”

      “No! Now, get off my property or I’ll call the police. It’s bums like you who ruined this beach years ago.” The old man slammed the gate, dropping his lock and keys into a planter beside the fence. He bent over to retrieve them. Mayem kicked sand, bolting over the beach. He shoved the gate open, knocking the man into the bushes.

      “Get up! Give me those keys. And get inside. I’m your lord now,” he sneered at the old man struggling to stand. “And I’ll have that water now,” he flouted, revealing a horrific smile. The man hobbled through his patio garden to the kitchen door. Drops of blood smeared his hands and the back of his balding head.

      “That’s better,” Mayem said, drinking the man’s water, “but courtesy won’t make you live any longer. What else have you for me!?” He left the kitchen for the living room.

      “I’ve got money. Lots of money. It’s in my safe. You can have it all,” the old man pleaded, “please take it and go.”

      Mayem commanded from the sofa: “Go get it. Bring it to me now. I’ve not got all day.”

      The old man returned with a walrus hide valise full of cash. Mayem licked his lips, unimpressed with the quivering hands stacking green notes on the coffee table.

      “Have you no gold?” Mayem grilled.

      “This is all the money I’ve got. It’s my life savings,” the old man trembled.

      “Don’t count on currency saving your life,” Mayem raged. He jeered at an easel standing by a wide window lined with oil tubes, overlooking the ocean. “What’s this? Have we an artist? A painter of the sea? Well then, let’s see what you can do.”

      “Why are you doing this to me?” the old man shuddered, his anguished eyes teary.

      “Let’s just call it my daemon’s whimsy, shall we?” Mayem’s eyes rolled back.

      He leaped to the window, and the paintbrushes kept in a cup by the easel. Grabbing the longest brush in the cup, he stroked the blank canvas.

      “How ‘bout I paint you?” Making sure the old man could see him, Mayem turned, holding the brush in his palm like a dagger. The man gasped. His eyes never left Mayem’s back. “Let’s see, I’ll need plenty of red,” he taunted. The man crossed his hands over his heart in agony. Mayem howled, then spun around screaming, “Have you any red??!!” But he turned too late. The old man lay slumped on the carpet, having died from fright.

      “I didn’t think so.” Mayem threw the brush in the dead man’s lap. An hour later, he got giddy drinking the painter’s scotch, amusing himself by flicking every light switch in the house. But that mood went dark after tinkering with the old man's stereo record player. Turning up the volume of Frank Sinatra's crooning amplified his private agony; the shunning of his brother Meyrick's late wife, the beautiful Ancient, Grace.

      “Her rejection has damned my soul more than any act for which I’ll ever be damned!” he broached.

      Drunk at the easel, he played ballads by candlelight, painting grotesque portraits of her. Stupefied in self-pity, he wallowed, venting from his ruined heart.

      
        
        
        “If only I could undraw the soul birthed in black rain,

        I’d forget the unspoken name, long since uttered on the battered banks of the world’s pain

        The seasons I’ve endured, can’t measure the value of her comely company; an imperishable paint,

        brushing this wanton heart, mislaid unto today, yet

        her soft edge remains, forever faint beneath the stain of my endless shame

        And so I chase her winded cries, with a lean and yellowing tint,

        swipe fading stars in the desert’s diamond glint

        My utmost lament; my unrequited folly

        And dying, never again held by the heart who colored over

        my black canvas in the rain…”

      

      

      

      Mayem passed out at the easel. Fine-woven showers crept over the lightless ocean, pattering against the old man’s beach house window.

      

      In the autumn of his youth, Roulic vanished. He fell over a waterfall on Dandling Oars Island. No one dreamed of his descent, not even the witches of Doth. Had he not fallen, he might have ambushed and killed the abominator at the island’s citadel, or even at the Edge where it all happened; Mayem’s liquid playground of torture. Both Ancients fought there for Doth's golden portal key, the Pearlytok. And both fell, lost in the Master's magical hatch hidden in the roaring falls.

      Now, after surviving the liquid portal, Roulic knew he’d clash with Mayem again. He could feel it in his bones. He just couldn’t feel his leg. But a numb leg didn’t stop him from sitting upright on the unknown beach. He got busy testing the sleeping appendage. Pinching his right limb brought no response. So, he waited until a wave crashing on the sand made his left leg twitch twice. In the din and quiver he thought he heard the flock of herring gulls over his head, squawking:

      
        
        “Get on your feet, Mayem’s coming!”

      

      

      “I can’t, until I feel my leg,” he grumbled at the gulls. He looked left and right for Mayem, wiggling a toe.

      
        
        I’ve got to get back on my feet, he thought.

      

      

      He kept pinching and wiggling, urging the blood in his heart and head to meet in his leg. When it did, he licked his lips. "Salty…," his sandy hand clutching the cool gold of the sacred key.

      “I’m alive!” he testified to a disapproving jury of shore walkers. Their glaring verdict stung in the ocean air. He pivoted, pocketing the key. “At least I kept Mayem from it,” he proclaimed to their head juror. He had received that silent sentence a thousand times as a young orphan: the pitiful looks given to the homeless and hungry. “If you only knew where I’ve come from,” he shook his fist at their taciturn backs, rattling his charmed bracelet.

      It jingled, as it did the day Alison gave Ravenna its matching necklace. He cupped and rattled the enchanted charms with a wishful hand.

      
        
        She’ll hear me and get me back to Doth.

      

      

      “Ravenna!” He squeezed his wrist, shaking the bracelet in vain. “Ravenna, are you there? It’s me, Roulic.” He rose, shaking off the sand. “Nothing. I suppose even a witch’s talisman could fail when thrown into another realm,” he said.

      His vest pockets were still wet from his fall with Mayem from the Edge. Digging in, he tallied a palmful of coins, bits of tobacco, and a wet, wrinkled map of Doth. The fall's finality also cut off all sight of Ravenna's longing eyes. Eyes he lived for and would die for.

      
        
        Damn Mayem for all he’s done. Mayem!

      

      

      Roulic’s neck spun. He rose, scanning the beach in every direction. Mayem wasn’t there, but a congested, two-lane highway ran alongside the coast, carrying strange horseless carriages. Some paused at a stoplight. Most sped by. His mouth opened when the signal changed color from red to green. He understood the system, but couldn’t fathom what powered the lights and cars.

      Between the beach and the busy road lay a wide wooden boardwalk bordering a 100-foot-wide park of bright green grass. He passed the boardwalk sign: Main Beach. People lounged on towels and beach chairs, watching their children play in the water. Some picnicked, some sat on benches, reading. Others napped in the mid-morning sun. Two gray-bearded men played chess. A shirtless, ponytailed surfer stood over them, engrossed in the game.

      
        
        Well, at least I’ve landed in a place of learned citizens. But where have I landed? Nothing here resembles the villages of Doth.

      

      

      At the end of the boardwalk, a lively court game was taking place. Two-man teams bounced a big orange ball and ran it to the far end of the court. They rallied around a netted hoop attached to a backboard set on a 7-foot steel pole. One man jumped, dunking the ball through the hoop. A cheery crowd of spectators clapped and clamored.

      “Do you like basketball?” A scraggly-faced beggar loomed in, catching Roulic off guard. He jumped back from the dirty cloak, ready to defend himself. The beggar jumped back as well, creating a safe space between the two. Realizing the man meant no harm, Roulic lowered his arms. “Who wouldn’t like basketball? A better game this world has never known.”

      “Don’t tell that to a football fan.” The disheveled man laughed and walked away. The Ancient One wandered, unwilling to show his ignorance.

      
        
        I shouldn’t trust just anyone, he thought, scanning the boardwalk. If only Demeter or Jillian were here. They would help me get back to Doth. The witches understand the secrets of traveling through portals better than anybody. Except maybe, Mayem.

      

      

      Roulic destroyed what Mayem spent centuries killing for. And he’d carried the Pearlytok and the love of Mayem's own niece. In her suffrage Mayem sought to quell the dragon power passed to her from Grace. At least that’s what he told himself as he cursed her at the Bridge of Belief in Everlan. No, Roulic thought, set on fulfilling his second obligation to the witches of Doth.

      
        
        I must first return the Pearlytok to King Vim at Trumbleton in the Inner Realm of Doth.

        I’ve already restored the Divine of Doth,—delivered her home. Next comes the key. …Aurora said, “Regarding your third and final challenge; commit a selfless deed of dire consequence, the act of which includes the engagement of death.” Haven’t I already met this request on more than one occasion? How many times must I face death?

        I’ve got to get back to Ravenna and see my family. I’ll need a portal to get back… But what if there are none? And where to find one if there are? Now that I’ve got the key, I’ve no clue how to use it. It won’t be so easy without the witches guiding me. Maybe we could meet in a dream. It might prove impossible but I must try to connect with them somehow. His mind raced. Is this a remote future—or some distant past? I need a safe place to regroup until I can find a way back to Doth.

      

      

      Music playing snapped him out of his head. Three girls sang a ballad broadside, reminding him of Raine, Jillian, and Marlee. Two played guitars, accompanied by a wind instrument that shone like the Pearlytok. Ten feet up the boardwalk, a blissful blonde woman with an easel painted a beach scene.

      
        
        Ravenna would enjoy this sunny town, he thought.

      

      

      An endless stream of cars buzzed by the idyllic park like lost flies, numb as he was to the culture shock of a horseless society. Despite his curiosity, he begged himself to be wary.

      
        
        Remain an observer in this strange place.

      

      

      So, noticing a group of young women come off the beach wearing what appeared to be nothing more than tight, colored underclothes, he observed them much longer than he probably should have. Even for innocent bathing sports, scanty beach apparel was unheard of in 1699. His sustained curiosity earned more than one harsh look from the bikini clad group. They shamed him off the boardwalk, red-faced, and onto the sidewalk.

      After the crosswalk light turned green, he followed a small crowd. They scattered into the art galleries and eateries along Forest Avenue. He dared himself to enter the Candy Baron, where barrels brimmed with saltwater taffy. He sniffed the cherry, apple, and maple barrels. His mouth watered. He passed the raspberry, grape, rum, orange, peppermint, pear, and pomegranate. The banana barrel, he found heavenly. Watermelon, mango, licorice, and coconut,—all bypassed to smell the mysterious key lime. Catching him elbow-deep sniffing in the bubble-gum barrel, a flinty voice summoned him.

      “You need to use a basket,” she said, looking at his condition, “so we can weigh your taffy at the checkout.” A small woven wooden basket found its way into his hands.

      “Yes. Of course, please forgive me. It seems my sweet tooth preceded my manners.” She glanced at him with a look of disdain, prompting his exit from the shop. Spotting his haggard reflection in a window, he recalled the tatterdemalion from the boardwalk. He ran across Forest Avenue, back toward the beach. Hurrying past a pub, he halted. A news shop's outdoor display stopped him. The wall of colorful magazines hit him all at once. Racks of wild animals, glamorous fashion, gourmet food, guns, guitars, and gadgetry. But he refrained from scrutiny, rushing to round the corner. He hustled in front of the ice cream shop and passed the movie theater, stopping at the corner gas station on the coastal highway.

      
        
        Too many people, I gotta keep moving, gotta get cleaned up, wash my face.

      

      

      Cars parked at the station, drivers outside each vehicle, each car with a hose connected to a pump.

      
        
        So that’s how they power them.

      

      

      Noting the fueling process, he jaywalked across Broadway Street, stopping in front of the Laguna Beach Ace Hardware window display.

      
        
        That's nothing new. A timeless tool.

      

      

      The site of an ordinary shovel eased him. He entered the store, knowing it would hold useful and strange items.

      Power saws, clocks, lawnmowers. Modern nails. 20th-century innovations.

      
        
        So much under one roof. He looked up. How is this light emitting from ceiling fixtures? What powers the street lights? The lights on the coaches?

      

      

      Living nine centuries among the mortals of Doth, he thought he’d seen everything. He left, lightheaded, circling the block before catching a whiff of rich vanilla pipe tobacco. The familiar aroma triggered welcome thoughts of Doth's wholehearted folk and comely countryside.

      
        
        Finally, a familiar place.

      

      

      Inside the quiet smoke shop a stout man enjoyed a robusto cigar at a table for two. A chocolate crocodile skin attache case occupied the chair to his right.

      “Do you mind? I’ve come a long way and need to sit, if just for a moment,” Roulic said. The man accommodated, setting his case on the side of his chair.

      “A long way can do that,” the man agreed.

      Roulic tried to ignore his anxiety by watching passersby through the shop’s window. Double-checking his vest and coat revealed that his beloved pipe, marked with an "R," was gone.

      “It must have fallen out of my vest when I fell into the falls with Mayem,” he inadvertently recounted aloud, puzzling the man.

      Aside from Alison's charmed bracelet, the pipe was all Roulic had of his beloved Ravenna. The thought of never seeing her again saddened him. He twisted in his chair. The thickset man flashed a nervous look.

      “Try this one; it will calm what ails you.” With an awkward smile, the man offered a slim cigar. Roulic accepted, having never seen, let alone smoked, a cigar before. The man helped him light the tight-rolled tobacco. Drawing in smoke, he took in too much, distracted by the man’s briar-shell butane lighter. He choked, coughing his head off.

      “Don’t inhale! It’s not a cigarette, you know,” the man struggled to get out of his chair. He came back with a cold drink from the shop’s mini-refrigerator. “Try this. It’ll soothe your throat.”

      "Thank you,” Roulic said, knocking his head back. He gulped half the sweet drink, dowsing his dry throat. “Yet another wonder. This bubbly beverage is most pleasing,” he said under sugared breath. The eccentric response only further agitated the man. Roulic stared out the big window, sipping his Coke with glazed eyes.

      The man leaned over. “Hey buddy, Coca-Cola went global half a century ago. Where’d you fly in from? I don’t know how far you’ve come, but it’s 1999 around here.”

      “1999?!!” Roulic spilled Coke on his knee, then laughed it off, hoping to recover the conversation. “Where did I fly in from?” He chuckled, facing the man. “Oh. Well, the Kingdom of Doth. Ever heard of Doth? Or Dandoorthose? Do people fly in here often?” Within seconds, he’d gone from a peculiar traveler to a laughing nut.

      The heavy man lost all tolerance. He grabbed his attache case, got up, and left. But not before barking, “There’s a fortune teller and an astrology shop up the street. They might be able to help you — but I doubt it.”

      Roulic’s head dropped knowing he looked and sounded mad.

      
        
        What am I to do? I don’t know a soul here and I’ve nowhere to go.

      

      

      So, he finished his Coke and walked up the street.

      
        
        Good gods! It’s 1999! I’m three centuries ahead of myself. I hope you know what we’re doing, Destiny, because I am completely lost!
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            OLDE FORTUNE TELLER

          

        

      

    

    
      The cigar smoker proved to be right. Up Glenneyre St., he found a vacant astrology shop. Next door, an antique shop with a “resident psychic” sign in the window read: open for business. He entered the Olde Fortune Teller, pleased to find the store of familiar objects. But it was strange to consider them antiques.

      A glass case containing Late Renaissance era knives slid open for inspection. He reached for one in particular, a burnished, long-handled dagger. The blade’s price tag: $325.00. Its carved ivory pommel, a buxom mermaid, the kind a seafaring desperado like Salty the Slaver might have gripped. He shut his eyes and squeezed the knife handle, imagining the Hurling Gal slicing the sea at full speed. Holding the weapon so consumed him that two minutes passed, forgetting where he was. He put the blade back and headed straight to the 1913 National Cash Register at the shop's front desk. A shiny gold pocket watch sat atop an autographed Heinemann edition of “The Time Machine” by H.G. Wells. Reading the book's title, he hoped that the gods had favored him by delivering him to the right time and place.

      “The pocket watch is a 1905 Waltham in need of repair. The book, a genuine classic, is ready to read.” A middle-aged woman with a warm smile greeted him from behind the register. “How may I help you today?” Wrinkles rippled across her forehead, conscious of his dated attire.

      “I’m not sure you can; you see, I’m trying to find someone—an old friend.”

      “Is your friend living in Laguna?” she asked, studying his nervous expression.

      “I don’t know. I’m not even sure of their whereabouts. But it’s imperative I find them as I haven’t much time.” He looked about the room, adding, “It’s a matter of life and death.” His tense tone struck her as genuine even as she winced from a portentous twinge, hearing his plea.

      “My sessions cost forty dollars per half-hour,” she stated, hiding her gut reaction. Roulic nodded, producing a small gold coin from his vest. She assessed, assayed, and accepted the piece, despite its dubious inscription: Realm of Doth.

      “Come, sit with me, dear,” she said, amid her growing doubt about the stranger. She led him to the back of the shop, past a doorless closet cluttered with vintage boots and frilly jackets. Sacks of used clothing put on boxes of old records stuck out between two filing cabinets. A horseshoe-shaped red leather booth, illuminated by soft light, surrounded a Formica table. Bleeding from a low-volume boom box mounted behind his head, the Rolling Stones sang “Time Waits for No One.” He slid into the supple booth, analyzing the eerie lyrics. The fortune teller’s jaded face divulged a similar story of glory and gloom.

      “One of my favorite grand old songs.” She rolled her deep set eyes, hinting to a long life of wisdoms earned. “Hot java or tea?”

      “Java, please, that is most kind of you.” She disappeared, returning with a hot mug and a burning candle. The leather booth soon smelled of coffee and lilac.

      “What is your name, son?” 

      “Roulic.”

      “May I read your hands?” He blinked with approval, and extended arms. She turned them over, gazing into his palms. “Have I seen you here before?”

      “No, ma’am, you haven’t.”

      The old woman leaned over his arm. She scrutinized his palm before running her thumb and two fingers over his lifeline. “No, I don’t think I have…” Goosebumps covered her body as she turned his hand over. Her complexion turned white. “It’s withered at the wrist, crosses the hand, loops through all the fingers, and weaves back along the head and heart lines, meeting itself at the wrist.” She let go of his hand, her complexion rivaling the shade of her braided gray hair. “Your lifeline wraps around your entire hand.”

      “A journey written I must travel to reach my fate, I suppose. It is merely the circle of life, like time,” he said, referring to the Stones’ song.

      Leaning back, the fortune teller froze, fixed upon the young man sitting at her booth. It had been decades since she’d encountered any ill-wishers or protesters of her trade. And it wasn’t his odd manner, period clothing, or antiquated speech that unnerved her. It was the lifeline circling the entirety of his hand and wrist. 

      “I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it,” the diviner said.

      “You wouldn’t be the first to see I’ve got too much time on my hands.”

      “I’ve never seen such lines. And I’ve seen a few.” Her face remained in need of color.

      “I’ve either got too much or not enough. That seems to be my fate.”

      She vacillated, rethinking his getup similar to that of Laguna Beach’s Renaissance actors. But the lines around his hands and wrists confounded her as they weren’t artificial.

      “Are there more of you here now? People with…?” She pointed at her wrist.

      “I can’t be sure.”

      “Where did you get those lovely ankle boots? They’re absolutely medieval,” she said, mindful of her probing.

      He peeked at his old brown boots. “A dear friend gave me these,” he said, recalling to himself the day he got his new boots, three hundred years ago. “Alastar’s more than a friend.”

      “Are you trying to find Alastar?”

      “No. The one I’m looking for is a witch.”

      “A witch? I see. A witch in Laguna Beach?”

      “A family of witches, actually. If they’re still alive and living together. I’m hoping you might know of them. You’re their type of friend. Someone with a unique perception. They are seven sisters, one boy, and their great-aunt and grandmother,” he paused, “and a big black cat.”

      “Hmm, a family of witches, that’s most interesting,” she said, color returning to her face. Squeezing his hands, she slid out of the red booth. “I’ll be right back. Don’t leave; I’m going to make a quick call.” She hurried to a hallway, where he heard a door closing.

      
        
        A ‘call.’ Okay. But what if she calls someone harmful? Can I trust her? If I leave, I lose an opportunity to find the witches. I’ll stay on the ready to run if necessary.

      

      

      Two long minutes passed. He was standing by the shop’s front door, examining a dragon tarot deck, when she reappeared.

      “I’ve got good news. A friend of mine knows your family of witches.”

      “Where, and who, is this friend? I must meet them. It’s a matter of...”

      “It always is, isn’t it?” she said. “He’s on his way now. He’ll introduce you to them.”

      “Where? And how far?”

      “Not far. They live in town. Up the road, in the canyon. They’re well-known here in Laguna.” His sigh of relief made her press his hand and ask, “He said they have been expecting you. Are you all right?”

      “I’ll be all right when time returns me back home and to my love. And for that, I thank you, my dear lady.”

      “You know, Roulic,” she recited, as if from a treatise, “It’s as if time, that triangular beast put forever in our minds, got caught and captured. Its fleeting existence is bound in both tamed memory and bewildered projection.”

      “I’ve not heard it put quite that way. But I agree, you can catch and hold time by dividing and measuring it. Most folks seem to see it that way. Still, there are some who revere time, taking it as the fluid agent of opportunity. Neither here nor there, it exists everywhere, regardless of its form or function.”

      “We shouldn’t live our lives carrying around yardsticks. That’s the oldest mind trick, an ancient trap set that few ever escape,” she stated.

      “Now, that trap I have heard of, but I’ve never considered it as much of an ancient trap as the trapping of us Ancients.”

      She didn’t pretend to understand his rambling mention of the elder race. “Escaping Time’s trap might not depend on where or when you go. Whenever you arrive, keep on fighting, regardless of life’s uncertainties. Your life decisions are yours to make, and yours alone.” He nodded, appreciative of her advice, but mostly her maternal concern.

      The Old Fortune Teller’s front door swung open. A tall young man with black hair took off his black sunglasses. He wore Vans checkerboard slip-on shoes, black jeans, and a Crayola-red t-shirt promoting a band called “The Strokes.”

      “Roulic, it’s you! They’ll be so excited to see you!” he said, bedazzling magnetic velvet-blue eyes.

      Roulic stuttered, “Are… are you Jax?”

      Jax’s laughter had a rich, full quality. “Yes. I am Jax. I know it’s been ages since... how are you, Roulic?” They hugged like brothers who hadn’t seen each other in a decade. For Jax, it had been three centuries since he had last seen the Ancient. For Roulic, a matter of days had passed since he last saw the child witch.

      “But, how did I end up here? That portal on Dandling Oars could have put me anywhere.”

      “But it didn’t. It brought you here. This is where you belong now. C’mon, we’ve got to go! My sisters are waiting and we’ve got lots to do. I’ll explain it all on the way home.”

      “Thank you so much, Tarina,” Jax turned to the palm reader. “Once again, your service has been impeccable. We cannot thank you enough.”

      She smiled walking them to the door, baffling the scope of her ‘service’. “Nor I you, Jax.”

      “Time to go, Roulic!” Jax beamed, prodding him out, but Roulic managed to squeeze Tarina’s hand before slipping through the door. She tugged the Ancient’s hand, this time whispering in his ear. “Love never gives up on its journey—or destination.”
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