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“. . . it is a place where possibility is eternal; where scenery can change as effortlessly as dreams. There a being’s view is shaded not by obstacle or travail, and impossible is a whisper spoken only by the souls who have just accidentally stepped in. It is a place where young children play in the shadows of Morfit, their voices a familiar melody, singing low in the wind, ‘Step on a crack and Foo will snatch you back . . .’”
  

The Beginning
 

It was at least forty degrees above warm. The day felt like a windowless kitchen where the oven had been left on high for an entire afternoon. Heat beat down from above and sizzled up from the dirt as the earth let off some much-needed steam. The sky had decided it had had quite enough, thank you, and had vacated the scene, leaving the air empty except for heat. No matter how wide a person opened his mouth that afternoon or how deep a breath was taken, there just wasn’t enough oxygen in the air to breathe. The few remaining plants in people’s gardens didn’t droop, they passed out. And the flags that only days before had hung majestically on the top of local flagpoles no longer looked majestic, they looked like multi-colored pieces of cloth that had climbed up and tragically hung themselves.

All this in and of itself was not too terribly unusual, but as the heavy sun started to melt away an odd, wild, uncoordinated wind began to pick up. Not a northerly wind or an easterly breeze, it was a wind with no direction or balance. It was as if the four corners of earth and heaven all decided to simultaneously blow, creating what the local weather personalities in Tin Culvert, Oklahoma, called “beyond frightening.” Sure, people could breathe, but now they were getting blown away.

Trees bent and writhed, whirling like pinwheels as the atmosphere pinched and pulled at them. Rooftops buckled and nature picked up huge handfuls of dirt and spastically flung them everywhere. Cats learned how to fly that evening, and any loose article weighing less than a car was taken up in the rapture of the moment. People locked themselves in their homes, radios on, waiting for someone to tell them everything was going to be okay, or for nature to do them in.

As dusk matured into night and just when those cowering in fear could stand no more, a darkness, the likes of which had never before been seen, began to ooze up from the ground and ink in the gray of evening. The hot windy sky quickly became a thick sticky trap. Animals that had foolishly taken shelter in trees or ditches began to suffocate as the heavy, plastic-like blackness folded over them. The wild wind swooped in from all directions to steal their last breaths and leave them dead where they once whined.

The blackness weighed down on everything. Porch lights burst under the weight of it. If the wind had been absent, a person could have clearly heard the explosion of almost every light and window in Tin Culvert as the fat, dark atmosphere let its full bulk rest upon anything glowing. Homes came alive with screams as front windows buckled and blew inward. Cars and mobile homes creaked under the force of darkness upon their backs. People cowered under tables and beds trying to escape the advancing crush.

Just when it looked like the end of the world had officially begun, the lightning started. Jagged stripes of blinding light flashed continually against the black sky. Anyone foolish enough to be standing outside would have been able to watch as the lightning moved with calculating accuracy, deliberately touching anything above ground level and quickly setting it ablaze. It moved sideways and upward. The sky became a giant blackboard with heaven scratching out its apocalyptic messages with lightning bolts.

Tin Culvert was dying, and this was the first night of the end of its life. Fate had set its course and was making certain to carry it out.

Even amongst the complete destruction and panic, a person would have had to be dead not to hear and feel the thunder that struck at exactly 10:15 that fateful night. The boom was felt as far as fifty miles away, and the entire sky fractured from light, scribbling one final message—“It is over!”

Lightning bled down on everything, touching and igniting any structure Tin Culvert had ever dared raise. People finally figured out that hiding was no longer a sensible option. Folks set out into the open, desperate to get away from it all.

In the chaos nobody noticed Antsel, a thin, aged man running across the ground at a terrific speed. Electrical static buzzed around him as he flew across the earth. The odd little man had traveled half the world to get to this spot and now, as the moment grew closer, his heart and soul surged. Fire raged up around him as he moved. His long beard curled and began to singe at the edges.

Lightning flashed in the tumultuous sky.

Antsel’s stride became uneven, his face red with sweat and heat. He ran in a pattern, away from the fire and as if he were trying to throw somebody off his trail. The thick gray robe he wore flapped in all directions as the wind became aware of him and started to work him over.

Lightning flashed again.
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Antsel stumbled and fell as he looked toward the sky. His knees plowed into the earth as he ground to a halting stop.

Lightning flashed yet again.

Kneeling, he reached with aged hands into his robe and pulled out Clover, a small cat-like creature—the tiny being wriggled and spat angrily.

“Be calm,” Antsel ordered, wiping sweat from his own forehead.

Instantly the small furry being relaxed. Clover’s tiny body was covered with gray hair. He had leaf-like ears that were thick and wide, and his knees and elbows were as bare as any palm. He had on a tiny cloak that was the color of his fur but shimmered slightly under the light of fires.

“This is it,” Antsel whispered with severity. “The shadows will soon be here. You know what you must do. It’ll be some time from now, but he will be here, and the girl as well. Be patient.”

“Only if you tell me to be.”

“Be patient,” Antsel insisted.

“I won’t leave you,” Clover whimpered.

“You will leave me,” Antsel commanded.

“I will leave you,” he answered.

“Now run!” Antsel shouted, setting the furry creature down. “Run!”

Clover looked at Antsel. “You will be proud of me?”

“Of course. Now run.”

Clover spat and smiled. He jumped, shivered violently, and ran off on two feet, bucking oddly as he leapt, and was lost almost instantly in the dark. Antsel gazed after him. He knew the risk he took in putting so much trust in such a mischievous creature, but he had no choice. He turned and ran the opposite direction.

Lightning flashed.

Antsel slowed his pace, feeling his age and marveling over the fact that his heart had not yet given out. He reached into his robe and withdrew an object more important than any soul within a million miles could comprehend. Sweat poured from his neck and wrists, and he could feel his heart beginning to crumble. Antsel held the tiny seed up to the light of the surrounding fires and glanced at it one last time.

Lightning flashed again.

He placed the seed back in his robe and kneeled. He pressed his face to the ground and used his ability to see everything beneath the soil. Every insect, every particle. This was the perfect spot. He lifted his head and brushed the sweat from his eyes. He then began to dig. His old hands bled and trembled as he plunged them deeper into the dark, rich earth. Lightning struck continuously as fire after fire ignited. The atmosphere began to relax, drawing in more oxygen to feed the flames.

Antsel paid no attention.

He had something to finish. He pulled the seed out again and pressed it down into the earth, then worked madly to fill the hole with the soil he had scraped out.

Lightning flashed, thunder crashed, and the howling of the wind increased.

He looked over his shoulder and shuddered. They were here, he could feel it in the wind. Antsel glanced at the ground, knowing that the fate of a thousand generations rested beneath only a foot of soil.

“Grow, Geth,” he whispered. “Grow.” Antsel patted the ground and dusted his palms. His job was done, and he stood with purpose.

Lightning flashed again, while simultaneously a sickened soul in another realm breathed a small dark army of shadows out over Tin Culvert. Sabine sat impatiently in Foo, breathing heavily and yet with control, letting his shadows twist down through the dark dreams of men and into reality. His castoffs were darker than the night, black. Like a perverted wind they swirled and billowed as they rushed across the fiery earth, laughing and screeching. Their white eyes and shrill voices gave their two-dimensional forms an eerie depth. Invisible to mankind, they swept the fiery landscape. They were not here to sightsee, however; they were here for a purpose.

Antsel knew the shadows had arrived. He couldn’t let them find the spot. Running deeper into the night and far away from what he had planted, he wiped at his forehead with his heavy cloak and clutched his chest in agony. He would not last the night. He accepted this; after all, his mission was accomplished. The only thing he could do now was to run as far as possible away from the ground he had just touched. He pushed himself, darting to the right and turning a sharp left. His legs screamed in pain, and he could feel his heart pulsing up inside him like some sort of red-hot inflammation.

* * *

The moans of the shadows roared as they circled the burning town. Like a cyclone they twisted in tighter and mightier, their hollow eyes searching the firelight for the withered form of the old man they had been sent to find. The wind shifted and all together they lifted their heads and looked to the east. Nothing but flames and beyond that, darkness.

The winds shifted again.

Light from the fires reflected off a small hint of silver in the distance. The reflection vanished for a second only to spark up again even farther away. The shadows took notice. Something was running from them. Their restless forms turned toward the dark and flew.

Antsel ran. He could feel them coming toward him now and in a brief moment they were hovering over him, hissing and screeching. His old heart was making his stride short and almost pointless. Sabine’s shadows swooped down and wrapped themselves around him, smothering his progress and slowing his gait even further. He pushed with his arms, waving the night away and struggling to go on.

It was no use: they had him surrounded and were pressing their hideous forms against him, moaning and gnashing their teeth. They circled him like a ring of plague. Antsel’s purple eyes could faintly make out their inky outlines as they whispered wickedly.

He moved to the east but was stopped by the billowing of a shadow. He moved to the north and received a blow to the side.

Antsel was trapped.

“Where is it?” the shadows hissed. “Give us the seed.”

His heart struggling to keep beating, Antsel wiped his eyes, put his palms to his knees, and tried to draw in breath. He straightened and lit an amber stick and lifted the firebrand to just below his eyes. The light from the stick glowed in a sphere around the gathering.

Antsel could see nothing but dripping darkness and thousands of shadows wildly circling him. They moaned, their white eyes even dimmer in the light of the amber stick. Nowhere in the sea of muted eyes could Antsel detect even a hint of mercy. He knew that somewhere in Foo, Sabine looked on with pleasure—his former friend no longer having any thought or feeling for anyone but himself.

Antsel’s breathing was shallow and his heartbeat weak. The insistence of the surrounding shadows and the roaring of the fire in the distance seemed fitting to what he knew would be his end.

“Give us the seed,” they hissed. “The seed.”

“It is in Foo,” Antsel gasped at them.

“You lie,” they whispered back. “You lie.”

“I—”

The shadows had no patience. Screaming, they leapt onto the old man. They clawed at him, searching for the object. Their hands ripped at his robe and body. Their mouths screamed and moaned as they tossed Antsel around like a rag doll. Antsel tried to fight back, but there were too many, and his strength and will were gone. The shadows thrust his face into the soil. Antsel could see everything. He watched the seed, though far from where he now lay, already begin to grow.

The shadows spun him once more and then withdrew with nothing.

Antsel lay on the ground moving only his lips. He murmured weakly, committing his soul to rest and waiting for fate to tell him it was over. He stared up and could see the false face of Sabine in the thousands of shadows. His soul relaxed and his life slipped away.

The shadows began to moan. The seed had not been found. They knew too well that Sabine, the being who had cast them, would not be happy Antsel was dead. The shadows berated themselves. A few of them began to hiss, “Burn everything. Burn it!”

Antsel might have deposited the seed on earth. Sabine knew this, and even the remotest possibility of that couldn’t be ignored. Most of the landscape was on fire, but a few pieces and parts were still void of flame.

“Burn it all,” the shadows were now whispering fiercely. They all began to rise and laugh and dance, happy in their fury to carry out such a horrific thing. They swirled and scattered in a thousand directions to do Sabine’s bidding. Some twisting together in a massive funnel cloud, they sucked up fire and dripped it down upon everything.

In the distance, far away from the heat and light, Clover stopped running so as to better cry. He stood to his full twelve inches and shivered. The fur over his body bristled in waves. His wet eyes viewed the flames as they devoured the entire landscape.

“Antsel,” he whispered, his thin leathery mouth quivering. He wiped his blue eyes with the hem of his small robe, his leaf-like ears twitching to listen to the wind. He turned and continued running. Clover saw no reason to go back. Antsel was gone, and the journey had begun. 
  

Chapter One

A Relative of Foo The Birth of Leven
 

Who can say for sure what constitutes the perfect birth? Perhaps a mother, while playing cards and sipping lemonade, might simply hiccup, pat her stomach, and there in her arms would be a beautiful child, already diapered and pink-cheeked, looking up at her and emitting a soft coo. That wouldn’t be too bad.

Or perhaps, while taking a nice ride up the coastline on a golden afternoon, a woman might tap her husband on the shoulder and say, “Look what I found.”

Together they would peer into the backseat and there would be their lovely newborn buckled in a car seat and sleeping blissfully. A person could argue that that scenario would be perfect to a lot of people.

Well, Leven Thumps experienced nothing of the sort. He came into the world like a delivery that no one knew what to do with and nobody wanted to sign for. His father had passed away in a tragic car accident only a week before his arrival, sending his mother spiraling down into a deep pit of grief and mourning. Her only hope was in knowing that the husband she had lost would live on in the son she was about to give birth to. Two days before the delivery her health suddenly began to deteriorate. She couldn’t stand, she couldn’t sleep, and she found it difficult to even breathe.

On October fifteenth, at 2:30 in the morning, Maria Thumps knew she was not long for this world. She called her neighbor, who came immediately and quickly drove Maria to the hospital. Maria had been inside the hospital for only five minutes when her son was born. The child had a head of thick dark hair and wise open eyes.

The doctor placed the baby in her hands, and for the first time in a while Maria smiled. “Leven,” she whispered.

Maria’s smile began to fade. Her face paled to a new shade of white. She clenched her eyes shut and began to struggle for breath. Her hands twitched and Leven rolled from her arms and into her lap. Every machine in the room with a voice immediately began to wail and frantically beep, and the lights suddenly dimmed. Doctors and nurses huddled over Maria, trying desperately to work a miracle. It was no use. A tall doctor picked up Leven and handed him to one of the attending nurses. She stepped quickly out of the room with the child, saving him from the scene and pulling him away from the last person on earth who would love him for some time. Two minutes later Maria Thumps closed her eyes, ceased her labored breathing, and passed away.

Leven lay alone in the hospital nursery for days. Every morning at 10:00 and each afternoon at 3:15, a different nurse would come in, pick him up, and hold him for exactly four and a half minutes. Other than that he was touched only when being fed or changed. The hospital staff whispered about what to do with him, waiting for the state to decide, but the wheels of compassion were slow to get moving. Everyone was holding out hope that a kindly relative or family member might be found and the little orphan would be taken away and off their hands. The hospital was already short-staffed and money was hard to come by, thanks in part to a dozen or so recent malpractice law suits the administrators had been forced to settle.

On the fourth day following Leven’s birth, the prayers in his behalf were answered. Well, sort of. Contact had been made with a half sister of Leven’s mom. Her name was Addy Graph, and at this very moment, she was on her way to the hospital from one state over and two states up.

She arrived that evening, bringing with her a violent rainstorm that battered the hospital. Addy pulled up in a dull-looking black car with only one headlight and a mismatched door. The car shuddered to a stop in the spot reserved for ambulances and Addy Graph got out. Addy was not a pleasant-looking woman. She was heavy- set and had a high forehead and no lips. Her flesh was pasty white, and the veins beneath her chalky skin were not only visible, they were bulging, as if there were too much thick blood coursing through them. She had a protruding stomach and skinny legs you felt sorry for due to the big ball of weight they were called upon to support.

She slammed the mismatched car door and held a newspaper over her frizzy hair as she cursed the weather and moved toward the entrance to the hospital.

As she walked away from her car, a little security guard with a whistle around his neck hollered out at her. “This is for emergency personnel only,” he chirped. “You’ll have to move your car.”

Addy glared at him. “Excuse me?” she sneered, her neck veins bulging.

The short man cleared his throat. “No unauthorized vehicles allowed.” He made a large circle with his arm, indicating the area. “Your car must be moved.”

“Then move it,” Addy snapped. She pushed past him and into the hospital.

The young woman at the reception desk did her best to welcome Addy, but her pleasant greeting was met with total disgust.

“I drive all day and then when I get here some Neanderthal with a whistle tries to tell me where to park,” Addy growled.

“I’m sorry . . .” the young girl tried. “But we—”

“Stow it. I’m here to pick up a kid,” Addy interrupted, dismissing whatever the girl was about to say. “His mother died, so I’m saddled with him.”

“Saddled?” the girl asked, confused.

“Stuck with him,” she snarled.

“So you want the nursery?”

“What I want and what I’m about to get are two different things, Sweety. I’ve already spent too much money coming to fetch this brat.”

“I’m sure someday he’ll be grateful,” the girl said, trying to be kind.

“I’d take that bet, if I thought you were good for it,” Addy sniffed. “Now where’s the nursery?”

For a moment, the young girl considered pointing in the wrong direction—thinking that might buy her some time to race up the stairs and rescue the poor baby that was going to be stuck with this piece of work. But she had to stay and answer the phone, so she simply pointed to the stairs and said, “The nursery’s on the fourth floor, east wing.”

“There had better be an elevator,” Addy huffed.

“There is, just past the stairs.”

Addy stormed off, mumbling and criticizing everything she passed. The elevator took too long to come. The inside of it smelled funny. The person at the reception desk for the nursery was curt. The nursery was cold. The floor was dirty. The staff was unfriendly.

By the time she finally laid eyes on the child she was completely out of sorts.

“That’s him?” she almost laughed. “He’s so small.”

Leven squinted at her.

“He’s just about the right size,” the nurse on duty said.

“For what?” Addy sniffed.

“He’ll be old before you know it,” the nurse tried. “Babies grow so—”

“Thank you,” Addy snipped. “I’m perfectly aware that babies grow. Do I need to sign something?”

The nurse was dumbfounded. Sure, all of the years she had worked there had made her a bit callused and bored. Babies were born every day, and it had long since ceased to be a miracle to her. She had seen everything. She once saw a baby born with two heads. She had even seen newborns come out laughing. She had also seen a dozen or so children be born and pronounced dead only to come alive again minutes later. She had seen a lot, but this loud, vicious lady was uglier and meaner than anything she could remember.

“I’ll get the doctor,” the nurse said, biting her lip. She stepped away, leaving Addy alone with her new responsibility.

Addy eyed Leven coldly. She sniffed again and looked away. When she looked back he was still there. She lifted up one of his legs and looked at it. She touched Leven’s head. She scowled. She put her hand on the baby’s arm and gingerly lifted it as if it might be diseased.

She dropped the tiny arm, screaming.

A huge, hairy, gray ball scurried out from under Leven, circled over his stomach, and rolled back under him.

Addy screamed hysterically as she pushed back and away, knocking over an empty cart and sending diapers and baby shampoo everywhere. The shampoo bottles exploded all over the floor, causing Addy to lose her footing and fall hard onto her rear. Her rump seemed to pop as a loud rush of air escaped her screaming, lipless mouth. A small team of nurses and a couple of doctors rushed through the door wondering what could possibly be going on to generate so much noise.

Addy just sat there, screaming and pointing. The nurse, who had had the pleasure of talking with her just moments before, filled a cup with water and happily threw it in Addy’s face.

Sputtering, Addy said, “A rat. There’s a giant rat on that child.”

The medical staff all looked at the baby. No rat. Leven was simply lying there with his eyes wide open and a serious look on his face.

“That’s impossible,” one of the doctors said. “There are no rats here. Besides, it wouldn’t be able to climb into the cart.”

“Maybe it fell from the ceiling,” Addy offered.

Everyone looked at the ceiling. It looked okay, no holes or possible way for a rat to fall from it.

Two nurses tried to help Addy to her feet, but thanks to the soapy floor, they lost their footing and also went down. Their flailing limbs knocked the legs out from under one of the doctors, and he fell, taking two more nurses with him. Everyone scrambled across the slippery floor, reaching for something to pull themselves to their feet with. It took a number of tries, but eventually everyone was standing again.

Once up they all carefully worked their way over to the baby. One of the nurses picked him up and inspected him.

“I don’t see a rat,” she said.

“It’s there,” Addy cried. “I saw it with my own two eyes. He was huge.”

One of the doctors loosened the diaper and made sure the supposed rat had not hidden in there.

“No rat,” he declared. “I’ve worked here for twenty years, and I have never seen a rat.”

“Well, I’ve been here for a little over twenty minutes and already I’ve seen one,” Addy said meanly. “Give me the child so I can take him somewhere safe.”

“There are a few papers we need you to fill out,” the doctor informed her. “And we have some questions and information for you.”

“Fine, just hurry. I have a long drive back.”

Everyone left the room except for one nurse who was on her hands and knees trying to clean up the soapy mess while the baby slept. Neither she nor Leven noticed Clover as he once again slipped up over him and scurried back underneath. Smiling.
  

Chapter Two

A Cold Wind Blows In The arrival of Winter
 

Amelia sat silently across the hall from the delivery room. She looked down at the baby in her arms, held her finger to the infant’s thin lips, and softly quieted her. Amelia’s meshing cloak hid them both from view and helped them blend nicely into the wall of vending machines on the fourth floor of the hospital. To anyone passing by, Amelia’s head would have looked like a bag of chips, her body an assortment of candy bars and sodas. Amelia smiled at the baby in her arms.

“You’re going to do great,” Amelia whispered. “Remember, this is for Foo.”

The child’s green eyes widened at the mention of Foo as Amelia shifted and stood just a bit so as to have a better look into the delivery room. It appeared for a moment as though the vending machine were stretching. Amelia could clearly see everything in the birthing room.

Unfortunately, things didn’t look wonderful. As far as births go it looked rather sad. No father around—he had left months ago—and the mother of the impending child was not terribly happy about what she had gotten herself into. Amelia could see her embittered face.

Janet Frore was a square woman with an oval mouth and thick, wild eyebrows. Thanks to the research she had recently completed, Amelia knew the whole history of Janet’s pathetic life. She knew Janet was a bitter person who saw nothing good in the world around her. It had been documented that Janet had smiled only twice in her life and certainly today’s events would not elicit a third. Normally a stern and quiet person, Janet was at present ranting and screaming as a small army of masked doctors and nurses scurried around, performing their duties and trying to act calm.

“Push,” Amelia heard the doctor order. “Push!”

Two pushes later, Janet’s own screaming was drowned out by the wailing of a brand new voice ushered into this very old world.

The new child screeched as if it had been sent to earth to do just that. It put her mother’s hollering to shame. Lights rattled and windows shuddered in the face of the unworldly wailing.

The new mother pinched up her cheeks and squinted as sweat cascaded down her face. The doctor tried to hand her baby to her, but Janet was plugging her own ears. Nurses scurried about acting busy, none of them wanting to be handed the wailing infant.

Amelia watched the doctor through the open door. He was begging the mother to hold her own child.

“I’m not holding her,” Janet said, pushing back and waving the child away. “I don’t want to hold her.”

“Mrs. Frore,” the doctor pleaded, “this is your daughter.”

Janet looked at the small helpless child, her eyebrows wild. She twitched and rubbed her own forehead. “Maybe so, but I’m in no frame of mind to hold her. Take her away,” she ordered.

Amelia tsked, she and the blonde baby hidden beneath her cloak still blending in with the vending machines. Amelia could see the frustrated doctor wipe his brow. She figured he was probably wondering why someone had not helped him think through the decision to become an obstetrician.

Dr. Scott handed the child to a fat, happy-looking nurse named Pipa, who was the only nongrimacing person in the room. Nurse Pipa gently placed the child on a rolling table with high plastic sides. She clucked her tongue in disgust loudly enough to be heard and walked out of the room and down the hallway right past Amelia and the infant she was holding.

Amelia followed Pipa, the meshing cloak she was under making it look as though the wall was rolling in a wave behind the fat nurse. She slipped into the nursery after Pipa and moved into a far corner to wait.

Pipa bathed the newborn, gave her a couple of shots, and left the infant lying naked under the heat lamp. When she waddled out of the room, Amelia glided over to the newborn. She pulled back the meshing cloak to reveal her own face and the blonde child she was holding in her arms. The cloak made the back half of her look like medical cabinets and a sink, while her exposed face had a lumpy nose. She wore thick glasses that made her piercing eyes look huge. She glanced over her thin shoulders and around the room. She was not a pretty woman, but her countenance was bright, and she had a strong, determined look about her, like a mother protecting her child from bullies. Amelia leaned forward, put the blonde child under the heat lamp, and picked up the baby Janet Frore had just given birth to.

“Come, child,” she whispered to the Frore baby. “You’ll be much better off where I’m taking you.”

Amelia turned from the baby she held and looked down at the one she had placed. “Good luck, and remember,” she whispered ominously, “don’t touch him.”

She glanced at the blonde child one last time, pulled the cloak back over her face, and stepped out of the nursery—unseen, with the once-screaming newborn resting calmly in her arms.

Nurse Pipa returned and stared curiously at the little blonde baby who was now lying there.

“I don’t remember wrapping you up like that,” she muttered. “I’ve got to stop working two shifts in a row,” she said, shaking her head. She moved to the adjoining room to attend to her other duties.

The child lay there in the still room. She was a cute baby, with thick, white-blonde hair, a pink face, and brilliant evergreen-colored eyes. She smiled and laughed softly as the clock on the wall ticked. She rocked her body, flexed, and sat straight up on her hind end. She wriggled out of the tightly wrapped baby blanket and touched the sides of her cradle. She looked about the room and smiled. Sure, she wouldn’t exactly be loved in the home where she’d be living, and yes, what she needed to accomplish in her life would take many long years. But none of that mattered at the moment. She was here, and the journey for her had begun. She took in the room. She couldn’t believe how differently things looked here. The realm she had just left seemed like a dream. The fighting and the desperation she had escaped in Foo felt more like a story she had heard than a situation she had lived through. The thought of Sabine’s eyes and his hatred for her burned in her mind, but even now she could feel the memories dissolving and fading away. She knew her knowledge of where she had just come from would soon be gone. Somehow that didn’t frighten her. What she was here to accomplish made any risk worth taking. She lay back down and gazed up at the fluorescent lights on the ceiling.

Nurse Pipa stepped into the nursery with a skinny nurse named Elizabeth. They stood together and let their eyes rest on the unwrapped child. The baby looked back at them, her green eyes seeming to focus on their faces.

“How’d you unwrap yourself?” Pipa questioned. “That’s odd.” She picked the child up, rewrapped her, and laid her back down.

“Oh, look at the smile on her,” Elizabeth said with wonder. “That’s sort of unsettling—she looks all grown up.”

“All grown up,” Pipa gently scolded, “don’t be silly. She’s got a little gas, that’s all.” Pipa rubbed the baby’s belly and told her she was beautiful, gas and all.

“Look at those eyes,” Elizabeth said. “I’ve never seen such a color. And they look so . . . knowing.”

Pipa touched the baby’s cheek and noted, “She feels a bit cold.” The fat nurse turned up the heat lamp above the baby.

The baby frowned. In a few hours she would no longer know anything about her former self, and she was hot. She frowned again, the reality of who she really was beginning to slip farther away.

“Pity she’s stuck with such an awful mother,” Pipa whispered to Elizabeth as they continued to look at her. “I have never seen such a bitter person.”

“The woman just had a baby,” Elizabeth defended. “Maybe she’ll mellow a bit.”

“Let’s hope so.” Pipa touched the baby’s nose and smiled. “Will you be okay?” she asked in a soft voice.

“I’ll be fine,” the newborn answered.

Both nurses’ jaws fell. Elizabeth dropped the towels and rolls of bandages she was holding.

“Did you hear that?” Pipa whispered in awe.

“I think I did,” Elizabeth squeaked. “Ask her again.”

Pipa touched the baby’s nose again and with more interest than last time asked, “Will you be okay?”

The baby smiled, closed her green eyes, and slept.
  

Chapter Three

Where Monsters Live
 

The Rolling Greens Deluxe Mobile Home Park was situated on fifty-five acres of Burnt Culvert’s finest burnt soil. The town, once named Tin Culvert, had rebuilt itself following a devastating fire that had burned most of it down a few years earlier. No one really wanted to build over the actual charred parts, but Mr. Hornbackle, an Irishman with a bad knee and a soft heart, bought fifty-five acres of blackened land. He put in a couple of wells, laid out a few roads, and called it Rolling Greens Deluxe Mobile Home Park. Now it housed over one hundred and twenty mobile homes. Thirty-two of them were double-wides, and all the rest were singles, except for two RVs that had been allotted the tiniest of space to reside near the north end of the park, by the east leech field.

As soon as the park opened people began to move in and either upgrade or downgrade the area. Some residents planted trees. Some put in lawns. A few built sheds or outbuildings. Some paved tiny slabs of concrete so as to have somewhere to put a picnic table and a barbecue. Others added awnings and outdoor carpeting.

Some, of course, did nothing.

Despite what residents did and didn’t do, almost the entire park had sold out. Folks in the area were happy to live somewhere cheap. They were willing to put up with the surrounding scorched earth and the constant smell of smoke in the air. They didn’t even mind that after a rainstorm their streets would run with what looked like tar. If a person could make his mortgage payment and still have money for food and entertainment, that was all that seemed to matter. To heck with the condition of the soil your home rested on if you could still afford to go to the movies every once in a while.

Strangely though, one lot in the Rolling Greens Deluxe Mobile Home Park had never sold. Near the far back at the edge where the park skirted up against a shallow creek bed there sat empty a single plot of land, and as hard as Mr. Hornbackle had tried to sell it, nobody wanted to buy it. That was somewhat surprising, seeing how it was situated in a relatively quiet area and had the only mature tree in the park growing on it.

People were interested, but something always came up to squelch the sale. For instance, while walking around the lot, potential buyers would stumble into deep sinkholes that peppered the ground. Or they would be put off by an odd smell that wasn’t evident just one space over. Unusual weeds also grew on the land—weeds with sharp ends that seemed to have angry or defensive spirits. There had been a number of people poked or stabbed by the wild growth that spot of soil produced.

A ladies’ auxiliary group that focused on community beautification had come and spent a day trying to clean up the area. One of the women ended up in the hospital with serious, weed-related injuries. The foliage was so fearsome that no one had since attempted to yank anything up.

It was simply bad land.

Mr. Hornbackle had lowered the price of the lot until it was almost free, but land that comes with a foul smell, hundreds of sink holes, and weeds with an attitude is not all that desirable, even at a cut-rate price. So the lot had remained unoccupied, watched over by the lone tree, which grew quite well despite the seemingly poor earth in which it was planted. The tree produced huge leaves in the summer, and in the winter its thick gray bark was striking. It had hundreds of gnarled limbs that lifted and twisted in the most unusual manner and directions. It had come a long way from the seed it once was.

A true thing about seeds is that they don’t always stay seeds. In addition, most seeds grow up to be something. Some become plants or trees that then go about producing more seeds. Some seeds get popped and eaten and . . . well, you probably have a pretty good idea of what happens to things after they get eaten.

Some seeds are dried, some are pressed for oil, and some simply end up in bean bags or as the rattle in a baby’s toy. It’s probably fair to say that the life and times of a seed isn’t necessarily the most exciting thing in the world, but what the seed lacks in excitement, it makes up for in miracles.

It’s a miracle that a tiny seed can change from a dot in your palm into a towering tree whose wood can be made into the home you live in or the paper books are printed on.

But the seed that Antsel had slipped from his robe and deposited in the rich soil all those years before was not an ordinary seed. It was a transplant from the realm of Foo, a fantrum seed that contained the exiled soul of a great lithen named Geth.

The plot of ground in which Geth was planted might very well have remained unsold forever if it had not been for Addy and Terry Graph. They drifted into town like an unpleasant odor. She was loud and self-righteous, with a head full of perpetually bad hair. He was loud and usually soused. When they inquired about buying a lot at the Rolling Greens Deluxe Mobile Home Park, they were told by Mr. Hornbackle that the place was full up.

“Full up?” Terry snapped, obviously used to people finding or making excuses to keep him out of their neighborhood.

“No vacancies,” Mr. Hornbackle insisted. “Except . . .”

“Except?” Terry questioned, suspiciously.

“There is one open lot, but I’m not sure it would suit you and your lovely family.” Mr. Hornbackle looked at Addy Graph as she held an almost two-year-old Leven on her lap.

“That’s not my family,” Terry insisted. “I’m married to the woman, but the kid belongs to my wife’s half sister who died. He doesn’t even have our last name.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Mr. Hornbackle said sincerely.

“We’ve been tried heavier than most folks,” Terry offered. “Now where’s this lot?”

“It’s unlivable,” Mr. Hornbackle insisted.

“We’ll see about that,” Terry snorted, his lumpy nose and forehead growing red.

Mr. Hornbackle instructed the Graphs and their young burden to get into the cab of his pickup truck. He then drove them to the one open spot he had never been able to sell.

“It’s not perfect,” Mr. Hornbackle primed them as he drove. “The ground’s not very good, and it’s a bit overgrown with weeds.”

“Oh, great,” Terry whined, turning his bloodshot eyes to Addy. “I’m not spending my days pulling weeds someone else let grow.”

“There’s also a tree,” Mr. Hornbackle pointed out.

“A tree,” Addy sniffed sarcastically. “Did you hear that, Terry, a tree?” She rolled her puffy eyes.

Terry laughed, making an annoying gurgle in his throat as he did so. “Are there any other mobile home parks around here?” he asked. “My wife’s employment is just up the street.”

“I’m afraid not,” Mr. Hornbackle said sadly, wishing he had never met these two. “The town is slowly rebuilding from a huge fire that came through here a few years ago. There are a couple of mobile home parks about fifty miles west.”

“I’m not driving fifty miles to work each day,” Addy declared. “You’ll pull weeds before I submit myself to that.”

“I’m not pulling any weeds,” Terry whined. “Where’s this lot?”

“Right around this bend,” Mr. Hornbackle answered. “I’m sure you’ll find it—”

Mr. Hornbackle’s jaw dropped as he turned the corner and saw the lot. There at the end of the road sat 1712 Andorra Court, a spectacularly beautiful piece of land. The tree was lush and full. Around its base, the ground was covered with an array of dainty white and purple flowers. Chirping birds flitted in and about the leafy tree, which was illuminated beautifully by a shaft of brilliant sunlight.

“That’s it?” Addy asked in amazement. “That’s the unlivable lot?”

Mr. Hornbackle was too busy gawking in disbelief to respond.

“Just as I thought,” Terry bit, wiping his lumpy nose on his sleeve. “Holding out on us, huh? Well, it’s not going to work. We’ll take it.”

“I don’t—” Mr. Hornbackle tried to say.

“I said, we’ll take it.” Terry reached into his wallet and fished out enough for a down payment. “We’ll be back next week with our home.”

Mr. Hornbackle took the money, still gaping at the serene and beautiful lot that lay in front of him. Just yesterday the place had been nothing but weeds and darkness. Today it was a section of land he could have easily charged double or triple price for.

Mr. Hornbackle turned the pickup around and slowly drove back to the office. Once there he stayed in the truck as Terry, Addy, and the small child got out.

“Don’t even think of leasing that out to anyone else,” Terry warned. “We’ll have you in court. Unlivable my eye.” He turned and spat on the ground.

Mr. Hornbackle just stared, his mouth still hanging open.
  

Chapter Four

Geth
 

Fate was working splendidly. Geth stood tall, shading with his branches the newly parked trailer house of Leven. He stretched his trunk, creaking as he took on inches. Geth peeked with the tips of his limbs through the windows of the single-wide, looking for Leven. Terry and Addy had finally settled in, but there would now be some wait for the child to grow into his role.

Geth twisted the tips of his branches inward to look at himself. He was a long way from what he had been in Foo. Geth, you see, was a member of the First Order of Wonder. He was also a lithen, a rare species that travels and lives by fate. Lithens know little of fear or confusion because they let fate move them. A true lithen would think nothing of walking off a four-hundred-foot cliff because he would know that if it were his time, he would hit the ground and die. But if it were not meant to be, he would simply be picked up by the wind or rescued by a giant eagle. Lithens were fearless and honest to a fault. They were also the original inhabitants of Foo, given a sacred charge to guard the realm that gives humans the privilege of dreaming.

Geth had grown well where he was planted. At first a tiny shoot, he had emerged through the soil and into the blue sky knowing that there was plenty of time to grow as he waited to accomplish what needed to be done. But by the time he had grown two stories tall, Geth had discovered the power of his limbs. It had happened quite by accident. A family of birds had made themselves happy in his top branches, and he had simply thought about shooing them away. Well, no sooner had he thought it than his branches began whipping around, waving the birds off.

He also had the remarkable ability to see from every tip of his branches. He could see in front, in back, and on all sides continually. There was not a creature or person who could approach without him knowing.

By simply willing it, Geth could also extend his roots hundreds of feet underground, boring effortlessly into the earth to fill it with holes and pock marks. He could collect rainwater in these underground channels and use that water to produce wicked sprouts that sprang out of the earth like angry weeds. Geth knew all of these tools would be necessary for what was coming.

Antsel had known there was no way for Geth to return to Foo without help. He had been well aware that in order for hope to continue, Geth would need a bit of assistance on his return. Antsel also understood that there was only one person who could both bring Geth back and thwart Sabine’s evil plan.

It was that person Geth was now watching over—Leven Thumps. It was only a matter of time before Leven would be old enough to complete the task at hand.

Geth stood tall in the Oklahoma soil, growing stronger each moment, and behaving like the lithen he was. He had no worries, no concerns, and no panic. Fate had put him where he was, and if he did his part, fate would get him back home.

Geth uncurled the tips of his branches and gazed into eternity. The waiting had begun.
  

Chapter Five

Fourteen Years Old
 

Terry and Addy Graph couldn’t stand to hear Leven talk or fuss, so from the time he was a little child, they insisted he sleep in an old twin bed on the screened-in back porch of their trailer house.

Leven didn’t mind. He liked sleeping outside by himself. He would listen to Terry snore or the neighbors argue and count stars and trace the long swaying branches of the huge tree in his yard.

His life was not charmed. He had no friends, no cousins, no grandparents, not even a single kindly neighbor who looked out for him or waved as he walked by. Terry wouldn’t let him get a pet, and Addy insisted he stay away from other kids for fear that Leven would form some unhealthy attachment to some hoodlum who would only grow up and steal her good jewelry when he came by to visit Leven. So, for the bulk of his childhood, Leven had been alone.

All that changed one night in the middle of summer and during a low moaning wind storm. Leven got a surprise. He was fourteen now and so tall that his feet hung off the end of his small bed by a good six inches. His long dark hair was the color of rich mud and on the right side of his head there was a streak of brilliant white hair. According to Addy something had happened to him when he was four that had scared the pigment out of him. Addy claimed the incident had occurred when she wasn’t around and that she had no idea what had transpired. “What business is it of mine?” she would always say. Leven couldn’t remember any incident. He had tried to color the streak, but no matter what he did it remained bright white.

Beyond that, he had clear brown eyes, a straight nose, ears that protruded slightly more than most people’s, and a large mouth that made him look a bit like a boy who had not completely grown into himself yet, which is what he was.

Normally, Leven wasn’t scared of sleeping alone on the porch, but tonight he was a little spooked by the strange wind and the low noise it was emitting. As he lay in his bed he stared out through the screened porch. Leven was looking toward the home next door when he saw a thick patch of black swoosh behind the neighbor’s place. It glided and seemed to be whispering something.

Leven sat up rail straight, his heart pounding, the back of his neck burning.

He squinted his brown eyes and tried to make out whatever it had been. His eyesight was awful, and his aunt refused to buy him glasses on the grounds that she thought it would make her look silly to be walking around with a bespectacled boy.

Another swath of black slid across the ground and brushed over the screen, whispering. The shadow turned, and tiny pinpoints of white stared at Leven from a dark, rat-like face as it glided by.

Leven scooted as far as he could away from the screen and back in his bed, willing whatever it was to go away. The black shape circled back, pressing up against the screen, its white eyes glowing.

“Find him,” it whispered. “Him.”

The shadow pushed against the screen and began to work itself in. Like black spaghetti it oozed through the mesh. That was enough. Leven leaped out of bed and began pounding on the door to the trailer house.

“Let me in!” he insisted. “Aunt Addy! Terry!”

The black shadow moaned and oozed some more.

“Aunt Addy!” Leven yelled. “Aunt Addy!”

Leven could hear movement and grumbling inside.

“What is it?” she hollered through the door.

“There’s something out here!”

Terry and Addy kept the door locked at night so as to keep out burglars and prevent Leven from waking them up by using the bathroom or coming in too early. Those locks now turned as she unlocked the door to open up.

“This better be good,” Addy threatened through the door. “I was applying my mask.”

Over his shoulder, Leven could see the blackness seeping into the porch, hanging there like a stringy rag. It drooped, dripped, and then began to quickly retract.

The door opened. Leven turned to look at his aunt, his face white and his eyes frantic. He glanced back at the screen. The black swath was gone, but now Leven had his aunt to contend with. He half wished the blackness was back.

“Something was coming through the screen,” Leven pleaded. “It was—”

“Where is it now?” she barked. Her face was green, thanks to a nighttime mud mask she was wearing, and her hair was sticking up all over the place, making her head look like a honeydew melon sprouting kinky hay.

“It’s gone,” Leven said sheepishly, his eyes foggy.

“I have a job,” Addy hissed. “Do you think I can go to work tired and still keep my job? Do you?”

“No,” Leven said. “I’m sorry; maybe I should sleep inside tonight.”

Addy laughed. “I should say not. You’re fourteen. Besides, this night air will do your imagination some good.” Small flecks of dried green mud showered from her face as she spoke.

“Really,” Leven begged. “It was coming in.”

“Monsters don’t come in through doors,” Addy said impatiently. “They live under beds like that one,” Addy added, pointing to the small, used bed that Leven slept on. “But don’t worry, if there was one under yours it would have eaten you already,” she said coldly.

“Aunt—”

“How many times have I told you, don’t call me aunt. I am your mother’s half sister.” She slammed the door and locked it.

The wind moaned.

Leven looked at his bed. He looked at the screen door and quickly bounded across the porch and jumped back onto his mattress. He pulled the blankets up over himself and tried to think of something safe and comfortable. His short blanket was a clear symbol that his life had not been full of too many safe and comfortable things, so it took great imagination to conjure up something pleasant. He thought about his parents, whom he had never known. He thought about his mother, who had died giving him birth. He thought about his futile life and wished he could just fly away from it. Not on a plane or in a helicopter, but just by himself. He wanted to stand in the open prairie and lift off, up to the moon to soar between clouds and above houses. He had almost forgotten about the blackness that had visited him earlier when he heard a scratching from beneath his bed.

He stopped breathing so as to better panic.

Skritch, skritch.

Leven’s heart stopped. Something was under the bed. He could feel the light vibration as it scraped away.

“Just go to sleep,” he told himself. “Just go to sleep.” He closed his eyes as tightly as he could. The back of his eyelids burned and white dots danced in the blackness.

Skritch, skritch.

It was still there. Leven thought about jumping off of his bed, but there was nowhere for him to go. The door to the inside of his home was locked, and the screen door leading outside had just been occupied by oozing black. He thought about trying to fall asleep, but he couldn’t bear the thought of that happening now for fear that whatever was scratching would feast upon him as he slept.

Skritch, skritch.

“Who’s there?” Leven whispered. The noise stopped. With the rest of his body pressed tightly against the wall, Leven moved his head to the edge of the bed and peered over. He could see nothing but floor. He pulled his head back onto his pillow and breathed deeply. Then he inched back to the edge and leaned over a bit farther so he could see under the bed. Nothing. He pushed his head down even more, the ends of his shaggy brown hair hanging and touching the cold floor. He gazed under the bed.

He was not alone.

Two big glowing blue eyes stared back at him. Leven pulled back so quickly he pushed the bed away from the wall and fell into the space onto the floor. Scuttling like a crab he backed into the corner of the porch, searching for anything he might use to protect himself. He grabbed a couple of rocks out of the bucket Addy kept by the back door for throwing at noisy dogs or cats. He crouched against the wall, facing his bed, ready to throw them at whatever was there.

The blue eyes under the bed blinked.

Whatever it was, it was clinging to the bottom of the mattress, its head hanging beneath it with its eyes staring out. It looked no larger than a small cat, but its shape was inconsistent with any animal Leven had ever seen. He thought about hollering, but he knew Addy would never come out now that he had already cried wolf once. The creature blinked and smiled.

“Hello, Lev,” it said kindly.

“Excuse me?” Leven said in disbelief, amazed that whatever it was, was now talking to him.

“Sorry, for the scare and all.” The creature’s nose twitched. “Antsel told me to not do that.”

“Antsel?” Leven asked.

“He was my burn before you.”

“Your burn?”

“My assignment. We sycophants burn only for those we are assigned. It has always been our lot. I desired nothing but to serve him at that time.”

Am I dreaming? Leven questioned himself, wondering if he had perhaps fallen asleep.

“Not likely,” the little creature laughed. “Dreams are pretty and usually involve horses or rainbows or castles, or big—”

“I know about dreams,” Leven interrupted. “Then who are you?”

“I am Clover. Clover Ernest.” His blue eyes blinked. He let go of the bottom of the bed and twisted to land on two of the littlest feet Leven had ever seen. He strode out from under the bed with confidence. He stood like a human but with a body more like a cat. He had no tail and was about twelve inches tall and covered in gray hair everywhere except for his face and his knees and elbows. He had leaf-like ears, a wide, crooked smile, and wet, blinking blue eyes. His nose was straight but pointed to his right just a bit. He wore what looked to be a little silvery dress with a hood on the back. His fingers were as thin as twigs and as knotty as any pine a person might encounter. He was like no monkey, bear, raccoon, cat, or any other animal Leven had ever seen. The long hair directly above his eyes stood and wiggled whenever he spoke.

“What are you?” Leven asked.

“That all depends upon you,” Clover smiled. “What do you want me to be?”

Leven looked closely at Clover; there was an aura about him that wasn’t threatening and Leven wasn’t afraid. He felt comfortable and relaxed just a bit. “How about being honest?” Leven said.

Clover sighed, his eyelids contracting. He motioned to a small stepstool Terry used to change light bulbs. “Do you mind?” he asked, wanting permission to sit.

Leven nodded.

“I can’t believe they keep you out here,” Clover said, hopping up onto the stool.

“It’s not too bad,” Leven shrugged.

“It’s better than where you lived when you were first born. I’ll give you that. That place was awful,” Clover complained.

“You know where I used to live?” Leven said in amazement.

“Of course,” Clover seemed to brag. “I was there, too.”

“Under my bed?”

“Under your bed, in your dresser, your car, your yard, your bathroom—you name it, and I was there.” Clover shook his head and smiled as if reliving a pleasant memory.

Leven stared at the creature in amazement. “Why?” he finally asked.

“I’m guessing you’re a nit. Although I haven’t seen your gift surface yet.”

“A nit?”

“They’re fairly common in . . . well, that’s not important. What matters is that Antsel told me to stick by you.”

“And you do whatever this Antsel says?”

“Of course; I’m a sycophant. That’s what we do,” he said nonchalantly. “But now, I’m your burn.”

“I don’t understand,” Leven said. “I don’t know any Antsel.” He stood and looked at the locked door leading inside. He gazed at his bed. “I must still be asleep,” he reasoned.

“Do you want me to agree with you about that?” Clover asked nicely.

“Only if it’s true.”

“You’re not asleep. Nope, in fact, this is probably the beginning of a long sleepless night. It’s actually the beginning of much more than that. But, for now, all that’s important is that I’m Clover, or Cloe, or whatever. I answer to any of those. Of course, I would be fine with you labeling me something else entirely.” Clover paused to see if Leven was going to say something.
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Leven didn’t.

“I was assigned to Antsel hundreds of years ago,” Clover went on. “He wasn’t much older than you are now. A little shorter, though.”

“Hundreds of years ago,” Leven said skeptically. “How old are you?”

“I can’t remember,” he waved. “We sycophants live forever. There’s only one way for us to die.”

“How’s that?” Leven asked.

“It wouldn’t be very prudent of us to go telling folks that, now would it?” Clover grinned, and his blue eyes slanted as the corners of his mouth pushed up on them.

“I suppose not,” Leven smiled, beginning to like the small creature. “So why are you here?”

Clover shook a bit and said, “I’ve been with you since birth. There have been few moments of your life when I have not been around. I slept in late a couple of years ago and you made it to school without me, but aside from that . . . ”

“How is that possible?” Leven asked, more in wonder than in doubt. “How could you have been there for any of that? I’ve never seen you.”

Clover smiled and looked around. “You want me to show you?”

“Sure,” Leven answered, his brown eyes blinking.

Clover got up off his stool and brushed his forearms. He walked right up to Leven and asked him to hold out his hand. “Can you feel this?” he asked, touching Leven’s right thumb.

Leven nodded.

Clover stepped back. His robe shimmering slightly in the moonlight, he looked like a doll designed for trolls to play with. Then he pulled his hood up over his head and touched Leven’s hand again. Leven felt nothing. Not only that, he could no longer see Clover. Leven looked around the porch and glanced under the bed and into the corners.

“Clover?” he whispered, surprised to find himself hoping it had not all been just a dream. “Clover?”

Suddenly there he was again, sitting in Leven’s lap. Leven jumped just a bit.

“How’d you do that?”

“I’m a sycophant,” Clover said again. “It’s what we do. Technically, I am a part of you, and I want nothing but to make you happy.”

“I don’t believe it,” Leven said sadly. “Why would anyone . . . or anything . . . want to make me happy?”

“Ah, Antsel said you would be slow to believe,” Clover smiled. “Leven Thumps, you are incredibly more than you believe yourself to be. I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

“I’ve got to be dreaming,” Leven said honestly. It was harder for him to believe that he was of value than it was to believe that there was a furry creature named Clover Ernest.

“You’re not dreaming,” Clover insisted, brushing his own ankles with his hands. “I’ve been here and I will be here for the duration.”

“The duration of what?”

“Of our time,” Clover said sharply.

“Why have I never seen you before?”

“Because you weren’t supposed to see me.”

“Why now?” Leven asked, flexing his shoulders as he leaned closer to Clover.

“Because time is running out and they are getting near.”

“Who’s getting near?” Leven said, looking around.

“I wasn’t the first to show myself tonight, was I?” Clover asked, cocking his head to one side.

“You mean the blackness?”

“That blackness was one of Sabine’s shadows. They have been looking for you for many years.”

“Why?” Leven asked, as if he had just been told a joke. “Why would they be looking for me?”

“I can’t tell you everything,” Clover insisted.

“But I thought you had to tell me everything.”

“I desire nothing but,” he bowed.

“So tell me,” Leven asked kindly.

“I was bound to Antsel first,” Clover replied. “His wishes are still of importance to me.”

“So what will happen if they, whoever they are, find me?”

“Nothing good,” Clover whispered. “That’s why we have to get going soon.”

“Going where?”

“That’s for Geth to explain.” Clover jumped up onto the bed and made himself comfortable on Leven’s pillow.

“Geth?”

“Yep,” Clover said. “Pretty much the fate of the entire world is depending on it though.” Clover yawned, and his small face scrunched up as he did so. He blinked and closed his eyes. “No pressure, though.”

Leven simply sat there staring at him, with his wide mouth hanging open. A few moments ago he was an unwanted child sleeping on the porch of his cold-hearted aunt’s . . . his mother’s half sister’s . . . house. Now, he was a confused boy, talking with a stuffed animal that seemed to think Leven held the future of the world in his hands.

“You’re kidding about all this, right?”

Clover opened his blue eyes.

“Do you want me to be?”

“I’m not sure,” Leven answered honestly.

“Well, then neither am I.”

Leven got up onto the bed next to Clover. His mind was racing a million thoughts per second. He couldn’t focus his brain on any one thing. He wanted to fall asleep so that he could wake up and realize that all this was just a dream. On the other hand, he was afraid to close his eyes for fear of discovering that he wasn’t what Clover was saying he was.

“Good night,” Clover said softly.

“So I should call you Clover?” Leven asked in reply.

“Whatever you wish.”

“Good night, Clover.”

The leaves on the giant tree in Leven’s yard rustled softly in the night breeze. Leven lay next to the furry, cat-like thing named Clover, trying to mentally digest everything he had just seen and heard. His head kept filling with self-doubts and odd pictures. For some reason his mind began to play images of a girl. She wasn’t familiar to him, but no matter how he tried he could not get her face out of his head.

Clover complained about Leven’s fidgeting.

“Sorry,” Leven said. “By any chance is the person we’re waiting for a girl?”

Clover laughed. “Geth, a girl?”

“Well?” Leven asked.

“No.”

“I keep seeing a girl in my head,” Leven said.

“Is she pretty?” Clover asked sweetly.

“No . . . I don’t know. She’s just there.”

“Pay attention to her face,” Clover yawned. “She might be important.”

Leven didn’t sleep a wink.
  

Chapter Six

Hairy Situation
 

Winter Frore had a hard life. Her mother, Janet, was not a good person. If you had a mom who continually taunted you, tripped you, talked poorly about you behind your back and negatively in front of you, drew mean pictures of you, the kind of pictures where your head looked small and your rear looked big, told lies about you, pointed at you in public places and ridiculed you, stole your things and broke your favorite possession by stomping violently on it, well, you’d call it a hard life, too. And that’s the kind of life Winter had been dealt.

Winter had long, wild, blonde hair and wide-set, green eyes. She had a small nose and rounded cheeks that made her look as though she were always about to blow out a candle or begin whistling. She had no friends and spent most of her time at the library, in the back corner, reading books about people with families and friends, or at the very least, pets. She had felt alone for as long as she could remember.
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The only positive in her life was a kindly family who lived in a yellow house with missing shutters and a red front door two blocks down from her and her mother. The house was home to Tim and Wendy Tuttle—a fun-loving, extremely brainy couple that loved having Winter around. Wendy Tuttle was a kind woman with big hips and long black hair that she always wore in a braid tied off with a yellow ribbon. Her husband, Tim, was a garbage man with a weak chin and big ears. His job, although not one esteemed by society, seemed desirable to Winter because he always came home with interesting finds—lamps that sort of worked, bikes with no seats or missing spokes, and furniture that didn’t look half bad once it was repaired and painted. The Tuttles had two young boys named Darcy and Rochester. Darcy was eight and Rochester was six. Winter loved the Tuttles and their boys. They were an island in the sea of disdain and sadness in which she lived.

Winter’s mother, Janet, did not like the positive influence the Tuttles had over her child.

“The world is not a happy place,” her mother would always insist. “The Tuttles are giving you false hopes.”

Janet forbade Winter from visiting them, but it was an order that Winter refused to obey. Whenever possible, Winter would sneak away from home to be with a family that loved her and was so completely different from her own.

Winter’s mother, Janet, knew nothing about “love,” unless you were talking about the love of self. She placed mirrors everywhere around the house, so she could catch frequent glimpses of herself. Janet would stare into the mirrors for hours, fascinated for some perverse reason with her pinched, sour reflection and her bushy eyebrows and homely oval mouth, which she could never completely close.

Janet didn’t talk unless she had something mean to say, and she thought only of the negative even if life was treating her fairly. The worry and bitterness she carried around had turned her into a sour, disgruntled person. She was a wrinkled prune of a woman with a heart no bigger than a raisin.

She had never caught on to the fact that the child she was “raising” was not the actual child she had given birth to. In all honesty, she had never looked at Winter long enough to realize how completely different from each other they were. The only good thing Janet saw in Winter was that the girl provided her with a huge, never-ending something to complain about.

The only time they ever spent with each other was at dinner. Janet insisted the two of them eat together, sitting at a table in front of the window so that any neighbors driving by could spot them being a family. Of course, when Winter and her mother did sit down to eat, Janet would do nothing but mumble and slobber over her heaping plates of food. As Janet would stuff her face, Winter would sit there with nothing but her usual dinner: a half dozen peas, which Janet had usually picked from her meal, a single crust of bread, and a spoonful of sugar-free strawberry jam—sugar-free because Janet had read once how bad sugar was for children.

Winter hated peas. She stared at them with her green eyes, wishing they were something else. They never were. She was equally unimpressed by the crust of bread, and she thought the jam always tasted funny. So she would usually roll her peas into the jam and sop them up with the stale crust, all the while pretending it was something other than what it actually was.

Today, however, Winter was more disappointed than usual.

It was her thirteenth birthday, and she had been hoping that tonight she might get a full piece of bread or maybe a bit of broccoli. It seems strange that a teenager would want broccoli, but when you’re hungry and sick of peas, odd things sound surprisingly good.

Winter considered her half dozen peas and sighed. She thought about the thirteen years she had been alive and hoped the next thirteen might be different. It had taken the doctors a lot of coaxing to get Janet to even take Winter home from the hospital. Janet had not wanted her, and she had been frightened to death of the responsibility. She felt as though Winter would ruin the lazy lifestyle she had done so little to achieve. So Janet had named her Judy—after the patron saint of desperate cases—in hopes that the child might grow up to serve her and make something good from what she thought was a very desperate case.

No sooner had Janet brought Winter home than odd things began to happen. For one thing, Winter was always cold. Janet could put her under a blanket with a heating pad for hours and the baby would still feel cool to the touch when she unwrapped her. Janet would also find Winter’s bottle in the mornings, frozen over. And even though the first days of Winter’s life were warm, on two separate occasions Janet had witnessed frosty breath coming from the child’s mouth; it was as if she were standing out in the cold in the dead of winter, exhaling.

Resenting her daughter’s demands on her, Janet referred to her as “a bad bit of winter.” Over time, Janet was simply too lazy to say the whole thing, so she shortened it to Winter, and the name stuck. It was almost as if fate desired her to be named that.

In the weeks leading up to Winter’s thirteenth birthday, a strange, new feeling had begun to come over her. She couldn’t quite figure it out, but it seemed as if she could feel the future coming toward her. She had no clear idea of what lay ahead, but she felt there must be someplace she needed to be, other than the spot where she now was. It was almost as if her life might have a purpose she had never discovered. She would have visions while wide awake—images of people and places she did not remember ever having seen before. There was a reason she was here, she just couldn’t remember it yet. The thought both delighted and frightened her.

Winter stared at her peas while her mother slurped up her bountiful meal. Winter wished for plates filled with food and friends to share it with. She thought back to a daydream she had had just yesterday and the boy who had been in it. She thought of her neighbors the Tuttles and imagined them gathered around their table, eating and laughing. More than anything Winter wanted that for herself. She wanted desperately for the future that was coming to involve a real family.

Winter was so deep in thought she didn’t realize her mother wasn’t feverishly consuming food any longer. Winter looked up and found Janet staring at her. The silence was deafening, and the expression on Janet’s face was one of complete horror. Winter hurriedly began to eat her small portion, figuring her mother was simply disgusted with her for not joyfully eating what she had sacrificed to provide her. It took Winter only a second to finish, seeing how a half dozen peas, a crust of bread, and a spoonful of sugar-free jam go down pretty fast if eaten frantically. Winter looked up again, hoping her repentance would be enough to satisfy her mother. Janet looked even more horrified.

“I ate—” Winter tried.

“What is that?” Janet asked, pointing at Winter. “What’s happening to your hair?”

Winter could hear clicking now.

Her mother jumped up from her chair and hollered. “Whatever trick you are trying to pull, knock it off this instant!”

Winter could not have been more confused. She looked around the room, wondering if perhaps her mother was speaking to someone other than her. Nobody else was there—just her horrified mother, and a strange clicking noise.

Winter lifted her hands to her hair and was shocked to feel movement and ice. She stood quickly and turned to the mirror that hung on the wall next to the table, the same mirror Janet had forbidden Winter to use for fear of her image ruining it. Winter didn’t care about that at the moment. She looked into the mirror with her green eyes and gasped. Her long, wild, blonde hair was floating and spinning everywhere. And even more astonishing, the mass of hair looked to be completely frozen, each strand clicking against the next as they moved in a pulsating motion. The light from the overhead lamp reflected off the frozen strands, throwing flecks of light all over the walls and ceiling like an uncoordinated disco ball. Winter turned to her mother, stunned and confused.

“What are you doing?” Janet whimpered, her wide-open mouth a perfect oval. “Stop it!”

“I’m not doing anything,” Winter insisted. “I was—”

“Stop it immediately!” Janet ordered.

“I can’t stop it,” Winter pleaded. “I don’t know how I started it.”

Winter’s icy hair spun wildly, the frozen strands lashing out and striking Janet on the forearm and face. Red welts instantly began to appear.

“Ahhh!” Janet screamed, scooting herself as far away from the table as possible. “Stop it!” she yelled. “Stop it!”

Winter looked at her wild-eyed mother. Janet was holding a fork and knife out as if to defend herself. Her wrinkly face was covered in food she hadn’t had time to wipe off. Her bushy eyebrows were wet and stringy. Her hair was sweaty, and she shivered as if this were the end of the world and she were being personally invited to burn. The red welts upon Janet’s face formed the backwards letters, D, A, B.

Winter’s green eyes smiled. Her entire life she had been picked on and pushed around by her mother. This was the first time she could remember ever having the upper hand. But then the movement of her hair began to slow, finally settling in large, icy sweeps upon her head. The frozen strands began to melt and drip. A few strands, still swirling, flung water around the room, but in a few more seconds it was all over. Winter sat, her face dripping wet.

Janet wiped at the food on her face and dabbed at her greasy lips. She glanced out the window to see if anyone had witnessed what had happened, then stood and looked closely at Winter’s hair, cautiously reaching out to touch it. Upon feeling the wet mess she jerked back her hand and made a disgusted face.

“Are you done?” Janet asked, her anger growing. Her dinner had been interrupted, and the portion she had been able to previously inhale would be difficult to digest, what with all the discomfort and commotion Winter had just caused.

“Was that some sort of prank?” she demanded. “Because if it is, it’s not the least bit funny.”

[image: ]

“It’s my birthday,” was all Winter could think to say.

Janet glared at her. “Your birthday,” she ridiculed, her nasty composure returning in full. “That’s what this is? I give birth to you, keep you in this house for thirteen years, and you repay me with a childish prank?”

Her greasy mouth twitched angrily. “This food you ruined cost good money,” she complained. “Do you think I love working at the post office so much that it doesn’t bother me to throw away the hard-earned money I make?”

Knowing there was no right answer to the impossible question her cruel mother had asked, Winter sat without responding.

“Too clever to answer me?” Janet demanded, her mean, wrinkled face scrunched up into a sneer. “Well, let me tell you this. You will clean up this mess. You will wipe down every spot in this room twice. You will polish this table and make the floor sparkle. Or I will turn you over to the state to be dealt with properly.”

Winter clenched her fists under the table, willing her hair to act up again. She thought of everything cold she had ever experienced. She thought of the vicious delight she had experienced just moments before as her mother had sat, shaking in awe.

Nothing happened.

“I should take the strap to you,” Janet snarled, “but my television show starts in three minutes.” She stood up and looked at herself in the mirror. She studied the red welts on her face and could see what they spelled out. “I will deal with you later,” she huffed, too angry to say more. She brushed up her brows, smoothed her cheeks, and stormed out of the room.

Winter sat there alone, her hair now hanging in wet ringlets from her head. She reached over to her mother’s abandoned plate and stabbed a big piece of roast beef. She swirled it in the gravy and lifted it to her mouth, juice dripping across the table as she did so. Chewing, she closed her eyes and reveled in the flavor. She had never tasted anything so delicious. She helped herself to a few more bites, then lifted her glass and was astonished to find the water in it completely frozen.

“Odd,” Winter said to herself, looking closely at her glass.

Defiantly, she grabbed one of her mother’s drinks. Janet always insisted on having three full glasses of soda with her meals, and two of them had not been touched.

Winter drank one of the sodas down.

She smiled, stabbed another piece of roast beef, and contemplated what a wonderful birthday she was having after all. She was obviously much more unique and extraordinary than anyone had ever told her she was. Savoring every bite, Winter finished her meal and made her way over to the Tuttles, where Wendy was waiting with a small cake that was topped with a ring of thirteen burning candles.

Winter didn’t hesitate at all before making her wish.
  

Chapter Seven

Lightning Strikes Twice
 

Leven’s male guardian, Terry Graph, was a short man with long arms and little education. He was mean and always looking for someone to blame for all his problems. He had deep-set eyes, a spongy nose, and a tiny, tight mouth that framed his crooked, yellow, rotting teeth.

Terry was a little man with no compassion or concern for others. Not much interested him aside from giving Leven a hard time. He didn’t just holler and taunt Leven on occasion; Terry made tormenting Leven his full-time occupation. Terry particularly enjoyed verbally assaulting Leven when he came home from school, berating him for dawdling, failing to do his chores, or for anything else that might be bugging Terry at the moment. He also enjoyed hiding behind the door and jumping out at Leven when the boy walked unsuspecting into a room. If Leven made a friend or had an interest, Terry made certain to squelch it.

In Terry’s view, Leven was his greatest burden. He had never gotten over the resentment he felt the day Addy announced there would be another mouth to feed. From then on, he saw Leven only as a nuisance and a pest, and he had literally never said a single kind word to the boy. Leven was not a son, he was just an additional expense and a bother.

Terry never had steady work. He procured an odd job here and there, but what he earned was not enough to support a wife and a leftover child. He always blamed his lack of good fortune on the current president or on his seventh-grade shop teacher who told him he would never amount to anything—or, more easily, on Leven.

Terry’s laziness meant Addy had to work to support the family. Her job was folding napkins for a small, posh napkin company called Wonder Wipes. The shop was located about five miles away from the mobile home park, and one of the selling points of the napkins was that they were hand-folded. The owners of the company made a big point of this, as though the fold of the napkin enhanced its capacity for absorbing spills or wiping a face. Fortunately for the company and for Addy, the Wonder Wipe napkin had become a real status symbol for those who could afford them. There was enough work to keep Addy away from home and busily folding napkins day in and day out.
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Addy would get up, go off to fold, and come home too tired and worn out to prevent her husband from making Leven’s life miserable. Once in a while she would pretend to stick up for Leven, but for the most part she ignored him and his needs. Leven’s impression was that she was annoyed that he was still even there. She was a worthless advocate who always had tired hands and the weight of her world on her shoulders. Leven felt she and Terry wouldn’t mind if he were to simply run off and disappear out of their lives. On those rare occasions where she would defend or say something concerning Leven, it only made things worse.

“Leave the boy alone,” she would yell while Terry was picking on him. “He ain’t all there.”

Terry would throw up his hands. “The boy needs discipline, Addy,” he would slur, “and he’s certainly not going to get it from the likes of you. Always working and away. Folding, folding, folding. Making me cook my own meals and live in a filthy house while you’re folding some piece of cloth so that some uppity rich people can properly wipe their pampered faces.”

Terry and Addy would argue until one was too tired to carry on or until Terry went out for some night air, which the three of them knew meant air that was at least ninety proof. Addy would then turn the TV up so loud Leven wouldn’t dare speak, and he would wander off to bed on the porch or go outside to sit beneath the huge tree and wonder what he could do to make things better.

This was Leven. He was a tall, surprisingly strong, fourteen-year- old who saw things in a way that most kids his age didn’t. He had not had a pretty life, and yet for some reason he didn’t understand, he always felt there had to be something better. Things couldn’t possibly be this bad forever. Sometimes, if Leven squinted his brown eyes and really concentrated, he could almost see, or at least pretend, that the existence he was living was only a prelude to something much more important. It was a feeling that continued to burn inside him, even as Terry tore him apart or as the rest of his life crumbled around him.

Understandably, Leven didn’t smile much; but when he did he was a rather handsome kid. Older folks could easily pat him on the head and know that a couple of decent kids still existed in this world. He always wore Levi’s and one of the free T-shirts Addy would occasionally get at work. As if making friends wasn’t hard enough, imagine being a fourteen-year-old boy trying to impress his peers while wearing a shirt that says “Wonder Wipes.”

To avoid ridicule, Leven would always wear the T-shirts inside out so the decal wasn’t as noticeable. Of course this infuriated Addy, who thought it was a slap in the face to all the hard work she put in to support the family. So Leven had to remember to always turn his shirt inside out before arriving at school and reverse it before he got home at night.

Thanks to Clover, in the last few days Leven’s life had changed dramatically. In Clover, Leven had found both friendship and an affirmation that something more was out there. Leven had learned a few things about Clover and where he had come from, but for the most part the furry little guy remained tight-lipped whenever it came to discussing the task and future that lay ahead of them.

“You have to tell me what’s going to happen,” Leven said as they climbed down through the rocks that lined the steep ditch at the edge of the prairie. “And if you’re not from here, then where? Another planet?”

“Don’t do this,” Clover said, rubbing his own bare left elbow. “I am bound to keep the secret.”

“How do I know that you’re not just some made-up part of my imagination?”

Clover stopped climbing. His leaf-like ears fluttered. He looked at Leven as if he had been wounded.
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“I’m sorry,” Leven said. “I shouldn’t say things like that.”

“I would love to tell you everything I know,” Clover explained again, “but I am bound. I can tell you this, though,” Clover said, looking carefully around, “it’s getting close.”

Leven picked up a small rock and looked at it. “You’ve said that already. What’s getting close?” he asked.

“I’ve been with you for fourteen years. Of course, I had to wait a while before you were born for you to get here. But I can tell now that the time is close,” Clover affirmed, taking the rock from Leven’s hand and looking at it. “During all those years I have known that someday we would go. And now I know that someday is near.”

Clover reached into the front pocket of his robe. Leven was pretty amazed by Clover. He was, after all, a twelve-inch-tall furry creature with wet eyes and a huge smile who was supposed to serve him, but was usually too busy telling stories or marveling over rocks and leaves to attend to Leven’s immediate needs. As interesting as Clover was, it was the pocket on the robe he wore that fascinated Leven most. Clover called it a void.

“My mother stitched it on when I was seventy-two,” he had explained.

Void was a perfect name for the pocket, seeing how there appeared to be an endless capacity to it. Clover was constantly pulling things out of it. Books, small toys, an array of useful tools, and even a kite. And those were just the things Leven recognized. Clover had pulled out many things Leven had never heard of or could never have imagined even if he had tried. The pocket also held an unlimited store of food and candy. Clover was always chewing or sucking on some kind of weird treat he had apparently stocked enough of to last over all the years he had been here.

“Mupe?” Clover asked, holding out to Leven what looked to be a purple rock.

“What’s mupe?” Leven asked.

“Just try it,” Clover smiled. “Back home it’s very popular candy.”

Leven stuck the purple thing in his mouth and bit down. It tasted like honeyed, cooked wheat. It wasn’t awful, but it wasn’t candy. “This stuff is popular?” Leven asked in amazement.

“It’s kind of fun,” Clover said, skipping.

“What’s fun about—?” Leven’s mouth started to feel sticky. He tried to open it wide, but it felt as if his tongue were glued to both the roof and bottom of his mouth. At the same time his vision went weird. He could see in what seemed to be two different directions and a unpleasant odor filled his nostrils.

Clover was looking at him and laughing. “Wow! That was a strong piece of mupe.”

“What do you mean?” Leven asked, talking out of the side of his head. He threw his hands up to his face and realized that his mouth was not where it had been. He touched his face frantically. He found his mouth on the side of his head where his right ear used to be. One eye was where the other ear used to be, and the other eye was underneath his chin. He yelled, and almost broke the eardrum of the ear that was in the hair right above his mouth. His streak of white hair had moved to the top of his right hand.

“Best I’ve ever had was an ear on my elbow,” Clover said enviously. He looked at the wrapper. “Oh, this pack has ‘Extra Feature Fission’.”

“What do I do?” Leven hollered.

“It’ll wear off in a moment,” Clover said, as if disappointed.

“What’s that smell?” Leven asked. “Where’s my nose?” Leven began to touch his arms and stomach trying to find his nose. He sniffed. “Oh, great,” he complained. He sat down and hurriedly untied his left shoelace. He threw the shoe off and pulled off the sock. Leven’s nose was sticking out from between his big toe and the next in line.

Clover was quite amused, “I wish I had a camera,” he said, as if he were a parent, wanting to capture the image of a well-groomed son going off for the first day of school.

Leven was happy Clover didn’t have one. He could only imagine how odd he must look. In a few moments, the effect of the candy slowly began to wear off. Leven could see his nose sliding up his leg and over his body as it migrated north. His ears sprang back into their places, and his eyes circled around his mouth and returned to their rightful spots.

“Am I normal?” Leven asked, feeling around to know for himself.

“Yes,” Clover said sadly.

“Don’t give me anything like that ever again,” Leven said seriously.

Clover looked hurt. “I’m not the best sycophant,” he admitted. 

Leven couldn’t stand to see Clover feel sad. “It’s all right,” Leven sighed, patting Clover on the head. “Besides, I’m glad you’re around.”

Clover smiled. “Me, too,” he added sincerely, happy to move on to other subjects. He stopped, looked at his little right foot, pulled out a pebble from between his toes, and smiled.

“I’m sure whatever happens next, we’ll be fine,” Leven said.

“Let’s hope so.”

“I mean, I shouldn’t worry with you around,” Leven said, setting Clover up. He wanted to see if he could trick Clover into telling him more.

“I’m glad you feel that way,” Clover sniffed proudly. “It’ll be fun.”

“So where are we going again?” Leven asked, so casually that Clover fell for it.

“To Foo, of course. . . .” Clover caught himself, his eyes wide and frightened. “I mean, to wherever it is we will be going.”

“Foo?” Leven asked. “Did you say Foo?”

“I didn’t say anything,” Clover denied. “I was just muttering.”

“What’s Foo?”

“Foo’s nothing,” Clover insisted. “I was talking about food.”

“We’ll go to food someday?” Leven said sarcastically.

“Right,” Clover tried to say with conviction. “We’ll get some food someday.”

“Foo.” Leven said to himself as he slid down a big rock and stepped across the shallow stream, avoiding the water. “Is it a building?”

“No,” Clover adamantly answered, placing his small furry feet into the stream. The current was almost strong enough to pull him down. He braced himself and smiled, proud to still be standing.

“But is it—”

“I’ll disappear,” Clover warned, lifting his hood as if to put it on.

“Forget it, then,” Leven quickly said. Leven couldn’t stand it when Clover just disappeared. It was impossible to see or find him once he was gone. “Maybe you’re not such a good sycophant after all. I thought you were supposed to do my bidding,” Leven joked.

“I try, but whatever I do I just can’t help thinking of myself a little.”

“I don’t see why you can’t just tell me what’s coming,” Leven sighed. “You make it sound urgent, and then we spend our days doing nothing. I promise I won’t tell anyone. It’s not like I have anyone to talk—”

Leven stopped speaking due to the sudden appearance of Brick, the official school, neighborhood, and all-around-town bully. Standing next to Brick in the stream bed was Brick’s pale, rich friend, Glen. The two of them had been out shooting cans and prairie dogs with their BB guns.

“Who you talking to, Skunk?” Brick laughed at Leven, making fun of the white streak in his hair. “Playing make-believe?”

Leven looked quickly to see if Clover was still in sight. He was gone. “I wasn’t talking to anyone,” Leven insisted, looking Brick in the eye.

Leven tried to move past the two of them.

“Not so fast,” Brick sneered, holding out his arm to prevent Leven from passing. “This is our field. Me and Glen don’t like it when others trespass. Isn’t that right, Glen?” Brick asked.

“Can’t stand it,” Glen said meanly, pumping the lever on his BB gun. “I mean, what’s the world coming to when just anyone can come onto our field?”

Brick pumped his gun, smiling cruelly.

Leven tried to keep going, but Brick jabbed Leven’s shoulder with the barrel of his BB gun.

Leven grabbed his shoulder in pain. “It’s not your field,” he protested, a strange, confident feeling beginning to creep over him.

Brick jabbed Leven even harder. This time Leven stumbled, slipping on a rock and sprawling on his back in the water.

For as long as he could remember, Leven had been uneasy around water. He frequently dreamed of drowning and often woke up in the middle of the night choking and gasping for breath. Now here he was, soaking in a stream after being pushed down by the barrel of a BB gun.

Brick and Glen laughed like they had never seen anything funnier.

Leven scrambled up out of the water. He was surprised. He wasn’t mad, and he wasn’t scared. In fact, he was remarkably calm. As he watched Brick laughing, thoughts formed in his mind. They weren’t thoughts such as I wonder what I’ll have for lunch, or I think green is my favorite color. They were thoughts so strong and so focused it was almost as if he could see the future. He pictured lightning coming down from the darkened, cloudy sky. And there, suddenly, was a bolt of it, striking the ground no more than a hundred feet away. The flash was blinding and the sound deafening, and Brick and Glen screamed and fell over on their backs in the stream bed.

Leven steadied himself. He looked at Brick and Glen cowering in fear and was amazed.

He envisioned another bolt of lightning, and once more a brilliant scratch of light shimmered and crackled just beyond Glen and Brick.

The sound shook the earth.

Their previous screams were nothing compared to the ones Brick and Glen were now emitting as they began scrambling on their stomachs up the bank and away from Leven and back toward the mobile home park. Leven envisioned lightning chasing them all the way home and, amazingly, that was exactly what happened. One after another, lightning bolts struck the earth directly behind them as they scuttled on their stomachs, crying hysterically and trying to cover their heads with their hands. They had both abandoned their BB guns and were scraping their knees and hands something fierce as they crawled frantically across the dry prairie.

Leven watched them squirm under the mobile home park fence. Astounded by what he had been able to do, he gaped after them in awe. He looked to the far distance, beyond the park and past the town water tower. He pictured a bolt of lightning and watched in wonder as it flashed out of the cloudy sky. “Unbelievable,” he whispered to himself as the echo of it died down.

“Pretty neat,” Clover said, suddenly sitting on his left shoulder.

“Thanks for leaving me,” Leven half-joked.

“I knew you’d be okay.”

“Did you know I could do that?”

“I didn’t know what you could do,” Clover said, climbing onto the top of Leven’s head to get a better look at the now-vanished Brick and Glen. “They’re not so tough.” Clover shook a tiny fist in their direction.

“What do you mean you didn’t know what I could do?” Leven asked, still in awe over what had happened.

“All nits have a gift. You know, fire, flying, burrowing. Some sort of freaky talent that sets you apart from everyone else—weird breed.” Clover brushed the thick hair on his calves and sniffed, his leaf-like ears wiggling as he did so.

“Nits?” Leven asked, finding it odd that Clover would consider anyone else to be a weird breed.

“To be honest with you,” Clover said, ignoring Leven’s inquiry and climbing down off his head, “I had my doubts about you being the right one. I like you and all, but I was beginning to wonder.”

“The right one for what?”

Clover stared at him and smiled. “Do you think every boy here gets a sycophant?”

“No.”

“You have a purpose beyond any of these people out here. In fact, if you fail they’re all pretty much toast.” Clover picked up a rock that was about half his size and heaved it into the stream. He smiled at the splash it made.

“This is crazy,” Leven said, frowning and brushing his dark bangs back. “I am just a kid who lives in Oklahoma and is bad at math. I can’t save anyone or make lightning strike.”

“You just did.”

“That was a coincidence.”

“Stop it!” Clover said forcefully. “Don’t use those kinds of words around me.” His ears twisted and shook.

“What kinds of words?”

Clover looked around. “There are no coincidences,” he said sternly. “Sabine and his shadows would love you to believe that every small miracle you witness throughout the day is nothing more than a chance happening. But I know better. You should, too.” Clover looked wounded.

“I don’t know what I know anymore,” Leven said honestly.

The two of them waded out of the shallow stream. Leven climbed up the rocky bank onto the flat prairie and gazed off to the north. Nothing but horizon and sky. He walked toward the Rolling Greens Deluxe Mobile Home Park and picked up one of the BB guns that Brick and Glen had dropped. He held it to his shoulder and pointed the barrel into the empty distance. He pulled the trigger and a weak puff of air shot out. Clover found the other gun and ran it back to Leven. Leven waved it away, and Clover happily aimed it toward the sky and pulled the trigger. A little puff of air shot out and into the sky.

“Weird,” Clover said. “Is that supposed to scare someone?”

“They’re just toys,” Leven answered, his thoughts elsewhere. “So, do these nits have only one gift?”

“Usually.”

“And mine is to make lightning?”

“I guess,” Clover replied, smoothing down his little dress-like robe.

Leven looked to the north again and tried to envision lightning striking.

Nothing happened. He turned and thought of it coming down to the south.

Nothing.

He could feel his thoughts were different this time. They weren’t as clear or as focused as they had been before, when Brick and Glen were laughing at him. His mind wandered for a bit and then suddenly things solidified. He envisioned a huge hawk dropping from the sky, its talons extended, aimed right at Clover.

He quickly turned.

A huge raptor was swooping down right above Clover. Leven yelled at Clover to disappear and Clover did just that. The confused bird almost flew into the ground. Its talons brushed the earth as it pulled up and returned to the sky, turning its head to find any sign of the furry feast it had viewed just moments before.

“Clover?” Leven yelled.

“I’m right here,” he replied, materializing on Leven’s right shoulder.

Leven jumped. “I’ve told you not to do that.”

“Sorry,” he said casually. “How’d you know that bird was there?”

“I saw it before it happened,” Leven answered, confused.

“Unbelievable,” Clover whispered. “Your gift isn’t just lightning.”

“What is it then?”

“You’re not a nit, you’re an offing,” Clover said almost reverently.

“What’s an offing? Is that bad?”

“Oh, I wish Antsel was around to see this,” Clover lamented.

“See what?” Leven asked almost desperately.

“I can’t believe my burn is an offing,” he said with excitement.

“What does that mean?” Leven asked, frustrated.

“You can see the future,” Clover said enviously. “You have it in you to manipulate fate a bit. Offings can not only see the future, they can help make it turn out to their advantage. Your safety and dislike for those boys probably helped you pick that lightning’s striking point. You have a great gift, Lev, an extremely rare gift. I know of only one other who has it.”

“Who?”

“I can’t say.”

“I just saved your life,” Leven pointed out.

Clover waved. “That bird couldn’t have killed me,” he said confidently. “I told you there’s only one way for us sycophants to die.”

“How?” Leven tried.

“I’m not falling for that.” Clover smiled, his blue eyes squinting.

Leven smiled back.

“Imagine, little old Clover working for an offing,” he went on. “I wish I was somewhere where people could be envious.” Clover jumped off of Leven’s shoulder and skipped along the ground.

Leven picked up both guns and put them over his shoulder. He followed Clover back across the field toward home. In the far distance he could see the tree that shaded his house. He thought of Terry and Addy and Clover. He thought of the turns his life had taken recently. He tried to draw his thoughts in, but it was no use; some gift, he couldn’t see his own future.

Clover turned to Leven and smiled. “What are you thinking?” he asked merrily.

“I think it’s time for us to leave,” Leven replied, surprised to hear the words coming from his mouth. “We should think about getting out of this place.”

“Good.” Clover hopped. “I was thinking you’d never say that.”

“So do you have any more of that candy?” Leven asked sheepishly, admitting that the stuff wasn’t half bad.

“I told you it’s popular,” Clover smiled, taking another piece of mupe from his pocket.

Leven put the candy in his mouth and smiled from his palm.
  

Chapter Eight

Everybody Please Remain Seated
 

Winter’s life was by no means going any more smoothly. She came home from school one day to discover that her mother had been fired from her job at the post office for throwing away a bag of mail she was too tired to sort. Since then Janet had decided she didn’t want to do anything but watch TV for the rest of her life. So she lay on their worn orange couch, eating and eating and eating while watching shows about thin people doing things she was never going to do anymore: things like walking, reading books, or getting up for the remote themselves.

She was also done with being a parent. From that moment on, the most extensive parenting Janet provided was to yell loudly at Winter whenever she blocked her view of the TV set. Janet moved the refrigerator closer to the couch and fed the yard hose in through the window so she could get a drink of water whenever she felt like it.

It cannot be stressed enough: Winter was not in a happy place.

Things at school were no better. It seemed that no one wanted to be friends with an unusual-looking girl who had wild blonde hair, wore tattered clothes, and was so introverted. Most kids saw Winter as nothing more than the perfect test case for their clever put-downs.

“Garbage-heap head.”

“Frostbite.”

Even the teachers were cruel.

“Now class,” Mr. Bentwonder, her homeroom teacher, would say, “leave that skinny white thing alone. Only heaven knows the last time soap and water touched her.”

Mr. Bentwonder was a big fat meanie. Sorry, but there’s really no better way of saying it. His puffy face was as round as a melon, and his fleshy lips were always wet. He couldn’t say a single thing without having to wipe them afterwards. He had eyes the color of dung and a nose that was pushed up so drastically at the end that students from across the room could tell that he needed to use a tissue even before he knew himself. He taught math by trade, and hate and ignorance by example. Unable to find a woman who was actually attracted to a homely man who couldn’t say a kind thing and never did a kind deed, he had never married. True, there are people who are married to individuals who can’t say or do anything kind. But in most cases, those individuals are not married to someone unkind who also has a giant mushy melon head, breath that always smells of liver, and perpetually has to have his mouth wiped by an elected student.

Mr. Bentwonder had been good for something, however—that one good thing being a comment he made that finally set Winter to thinking about getting away from the life she had been dealt.

It was during the middle of math class at Samuel Tolerance Junior High when Wendell Prattlemelt, the school kiss-up, raised his hand and told Mr. Bentwonder that he was sure there had never been another teacher as inspired and brilliant as he. Mr. Bentwonder had responded by expressing his conviction that there were few people who could match Wendell’s intellect and stating how if every child were as perceptive as Wendell, he, Mr. Perry Bentwonder, might very well be the president of the United States, and the country would be much better off for it.

Then he boasted, “I am who I am, class, because I have made myself so.” Mr. Bentwonder failed to mention that he had been born into a wealthy and privileged family and had been pampered his entire life. Nor did he explain to the class that he had gotten the job he now held only because his uncle was the principal of Samuel Tolerance Junior High. No, he left all of that out and smugly repeated, “I am who I am because I have made myself so.”

His words triggered something in Winter’s mind. It was suddenly clear. She would never be anything if she kept waiting for someone else to change things for her. The thought made her feel as though someone had flipped a switch and finally activated her soul. She sat still, listening to Mr. Bentwonder go on and on about poetry, and how it took a rare and sensitive mind such as his to actually understand it.

“What’s in a name?” he drooled. “That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.” He turned his mushy head so that young Patty Foote could dab his mouth. She did so and smiled. “You don’t just read poetry, you breeeeeathe it,” he instructed.

“No one breathes it as well as you,” Wendell Prattlemelt gushed. Mr. Bentwonder nodded and bowed slightly.

“Again, Wendell, what a joy you must be to your parents,” he cooed.

Winter snickered. She just couldn’t help it. Wendell a joy? Mr. Bentwonder breathing poetry? It struck her as funny, and she couldn’t keep from laughing.

Mr. Bentwonder looked up and over his spectacles toward her.

“Excuse me?” he said indignantly. “Does something strike you as funny, Miss Frore?” Flecks of spittle flew from his fleshy lips, and the ever-accommodating Patty Foote reached to blot his mouth.

“No, sir,” Winter replied, her green eyes unable to hide her mirth. “I just . . .”

Winter laughed again.

The class went silent. No one had ever laughed at Mr. Bentwonder, unless he had made it clear they were supposed to. Now here was Winter, laughing at him, twice. His forehead reddened and Patty went in for another dab. He brushed her away and heaved himself to his feet.

“I have never,” he huffed. “Never, never,” he puffed. “Never have I been burdened with such an insolent and disrespectful pupil.”

Wendell smiled as he watched Mr. Bentwonder work his ponderous way through the desks and toward Winter. Winter just sat there, her gaze locked on the floor.

“Poverty is one thing,” he went on, gesturing to Winter’s old clothes and disheveled appearance, “but even in poverty one ought to show respect to those who are attempting to help her.” The desks were positioned too close together for Mr. Bentwonder to fit through. He began pushing and shoving students out of the way. Some students frantically moved to get away from him as he waded closer to his prey.

His voice was menacing. “I have given you my time and my attention, and you have returned to me spite and ingratitude . . .”

Winter tried to control her feelings, but as she sat there in her desk, with her classmates scurrying out of the path of the threatening Mr. Bentwonder, a powerful feeling came over her. Her body burned, and she was afraid to look up for fear of losing the sensation. She would have kept her eyes averted from her oncoming teacher if it had not been for the screams and cries of her classmates.

She looked up and marveled at what was happening. An expanding circle of silvery ice was flowing out from where she sat and filling the room. As from the epicenter of a frozen earthquake, waves of ice rippled out and away from her, arresting and suspending everything in their way.

Winter smiled and the avalanche of cold increased.

She watched as Wendell turned to run. The silvery frost caught his left foot, keeping him right where he stood. Wendell screamed and cried as ice crept up his leg and over his body, eventually immobilizing him completely. Suddenly fearful, Mr. Bentwonder turned to lumber for the door, but cold tapped him on his big, cowardly back. He turned to look, and in an instant he was one of the fattest and least aesthetically pleasing sculptures Winter had ever seen.

Those who had not yet been frozen tried to wriggle out of their desks and escape from the room, but Winter wouldn’t have it. She simply shook her head, and at once, the entire rest of the room was frozen solid. Students had their arms out and in mid-stride, motionless in place. Desks and walls glistened and shined. The fish tank at the front of the room was a solid block of ice. No clock was ticking, no computers were humming, nor was Mr. Bentwonder prattling. The frost-filled room was completely quiet.

Winter was amazed. The only things unfrozen were herself and her desk. She stood, gathered her books and put them into her backpack, then walked to the front of the room, stopping only twice: once to snap Mr. Bentwonder’s tie in two, and once to touch the fish tank. When she did, the water in the aquarium melted instantly, and the fish resumed swimming. Winter felt better. The fish had never done anything cruel to her.

She walked to the frozen door and touched it, and it warmed. She pulled it open and walked out. Now suddenly seemed like as good a time as any for her to escape her unhappy life. She had been contemplating running away, and she was smart enough to know it would be wise for her to be gone by the time Mr. Bentwonder and her class thawed. She knew they would defrost soon, and when they did they would be cold but none the worse for wear.

It was time for Winter to go.

“Excuse me?” a strong male voice said, interrupting Winter’s flight down the hall. Winter jumped and put her hand to her heart. She had been so deep in thought that she had not noticed Principal Helt walking toward her.

“Why aren’t you in class?” he demanded.

“I’m running an errand for my teacher, Mr. Bentwonder,” Winter lied.

“Mr. Bentwonder?” the principal questioned. “My nephew? I would think a man of his intellect and breeding would be sufficiently prepared not to need children scurrying about for him.”

Principal Helt took Winter by the arm and pulled her back toward her classroom. It was not a smart move on his part. Winter closed her eyes and let the feelings she had experienced only moments before return.

“We can’t allow—”

Mr. Helt was stopped cold. Winter opened her eyes to see him open-mouthed and frozen solid. She looked up and down the empty hall and then opened a janitor’s closet door right behind him. She slid him inside, taking care not to break off an arm or finger, closed the door, and continued down the hall and out into the open. She had walked out these doors hundreds of times, but today it felt different.

She was free.

“I am who I am because I made myself so,” she said aloud, looking toward the east and feeling as if she had been this strong once before but just couldn’t remember where or when.

It was a good feeling.

When Winter reached her house she climbed into her room through the window so as to not bother her mother, who was watching TV. She collected some money she had been saving and packed a couple of outfits. She wanted to stop and tell the Tuttles she was leaving, but she knew they would try to talk her out of it. She also knew that it would be too heartbreaking for her to have to say good-bye. She felt better after telling herself she would be back to see them again someday. It wasn’t all that believable. Winter pushed those thoughts aside. She had something to do, and whatever it was, she couldn’t let anything stop her. She climbed out her window one last time.

Winter walked straight to the bus station and up to the ticket counter. She looked at the schedule and tried to determine which destination would be the best. After some time her eyes fell upon a place that felt perfect! It was the next step and she knew it. She gave the big lady behind the glass forty-two dollars and bought a bus ticket to someplace away from where she now was.

“Are you traveling with your parents?” the ticket lady asked suspiciously.

“Alone,” Winter answered. “I’m going to see my grandmother,” she lied. “Those are my parents over there.” Winter pointed to a couple sitting on a bench, two ordinary people with their noses buried in magazines. “They’ve come to see me off.”

The large lady realized she had invested enough of her time in this funny-looking girl’s business as it was. “Here’s your ticket. The bus leaves in forty minutes.” She pointed. “It will pull up right there at that rear door.”

Winter thanked the woman and walked off in the direction of the couple she had pointed at. Just to be safe she stopped in front of the man and woman and asked them the time. The woman smiled at Winter and gave it to her.

“Thank you,” Winter said, her evergreen eyes shining for the first time in a while. “Is this seat taken?” she asked, pointing to an empty place on the bench beside them. The woman shook her head and Winter sat.

“Traveling alone?” the woman asked.

“For the moment,” Winter replied. “I’m going to visit my grandmother,” she lied.

“How nice,” the thin lovely woman said. “And how brave of you.”

Winter shrugged.

“When I was your age I would have never traveled on a bus alone,” the woman tisked. “I clung to my mother until I was out of high school. Your parents must think you’re really responsible.”

Again Winter shrugged.

“And modest,” the woman added, referring to Winter’s quiet nature.

Winter stifled a laugh. Her mother didn’t even know she was missing, much less care about her. Her entire life she had been confused and lost. It was as if she didn’t know who she was, and she had constantly felt as though she didn’t belong where she was. Sometimes she would have memories or see things that seemed so unusual they scared her. Now this morning she had turned her whole class into ice cubes and it had felt normal. It had felt like something she was expected to do—like something she had done before.

She thought about how rude it had been of her to just walk away from her house without telling her mother where she was going. Winter wondered if she could freeze things she couldn’t directly see. Now felt like a good time to find that out. In her mind she pictured Janet’s water hose frozen solid. Although she couldn’t see it, Winter could feel it work. She smiled. It would be a small reminder to Janet of her child.

“Well, you just stay by us,” the lovely woman said to her, pulling Winter out of her thoughts. “Our bus doesn’t leave for an hour. How about yours?”

“Thirty-five minutes,” Winter reported.

“There, then,” the woman smiled. “You won’t be alone.”

Winter smiled back, knowing that “alone” was exactly where she was headed. For some reason, however, that didn’t frighten her. It just seemed as if she had been there before. Winter glanced at her ticket and whispered the destination.

“Oklahoma.”

She had never wanted to go there before. She was both determined and incredibly uneasy. Something bigger and scarier than she could clearly understand had begun.
  

Chapter Nine

Sabine’s Rant
 

Foo was changing. As the history of mankind had advanced, the dreams and desires of those on earth had become darker and more selfish. This darkness had changed Foo. In the beginning Foo was a secret location the heavens had created to give imagination and dreams their own place to flourish without restraint. It was a world that existed within the minds of all men and women, made possible by the boundless potential that lies within each of us. But over time the beauty and magic of Foo had begun to erode, as some of its inhabitants became poisoned by the increasingly selfish and perverted dreams of humans and the destructive idea that the dreams of those in reality were not their concern.

Sabine had grown powerful by the rank wishes and sordid desires of men gone wrong, and he wanted out of Foo. He knew the time was finally coming. The skies in Foo dimmed dramatically as the dreams of man grew ever darker. He had selfishness on his side. He had done very well to stir up the inhabitants of Foo. Now it was crucial for him to find the gateway out. Foo and reality could never be one if there was no way to move between them and bring the two together.

Sabine thought of little else besides this gateway. The Council of Whisps still fought against him, but as soon as they were properly dealt with his only resistance would be in not knowing the direction to lead his followers out of Foo.

Sabine was not a happy being, but he knew of two things that would bring him great joy. One was discovering the gateway, and the other was locating the only one who could stop him: the missing link and the only person alive who could destroy the gateway before Sabine could find it and bring his dark legions through it into reality.

Sabine’s to-do list was short, but difficult.

He stood by the window, shifting and creating shadow after shadow, each instantly trying to flee his dark presence, only to realize it couldn’t completely operate on its own. As each new shadow materialized, Sabine would blow, sending it through incoming dreams into reality. He would feel the shadows as they floated above the earth, undetected by all those living. He would call them in from time to time and berate them for not being able to accomplish such a simple task as finding the single human on earth who could destroy everything.

Through the window Sabine could see Jamoon thundering closer. Jamoon was a rant and one of Sabine’s most loyal confederates. Sabine withdrew from his position to welcome his visitor.

Jamoon entered Sabine’s lair like a swirling storm—blowing through the doors and down the long corridor into the grand hall. His thick black robe billowed as he strode across the room. Sabine was seated at the far end of the room in a chair made from the hide of a large roven.

Jamoon bowed and Sabine nodded.

Rants were a strange breed; often only a half of each one was ever recognizable. They were beings in constant change, one half human and stable, the other half whatever someone in reality was currently dreaming. As a breed, rants were typically easy to control. The main cause of their condition was that they were easily influenced and manipulated. They were offspring of nits who didn’t have the character and fortitude to just enhance the dreams and imaginations of those on earth and then move on. Instead the dreams overcame the rants and stole half of their personality and individualism.

Rants were not happy or stable beings.

At times being half a dream can come in handy. For example, if your right arm is injured and your left arm is currently that of a surgeon. Or if you just don’t have the strength to open a new jar of potch, and one half of you becomes a weight lifter with an iron grip. But say you are down at the Dripping Trough, trying to enjoy a guys’ night out, and suddenly your entire south side becomes a beautiful ballerina that some child on earth is dreaming of becoming. That would make things a bit awkward. Because of just such a scenario, most rants wore long black cloaks that covered their entire unstable bodies and hid the truth of whatever half of them might be at the moment.

“Remove your cloak,” Sabine demanded. He liked to see exactly what he was dealing with.

Jamoon dropped his cloak to the floor. He was tall and strong, with a right arm and leg in top physical condition and cloaked in a smaller robe. The other half of him at the moment looked to be an astronaut.

Sabine didn’t smile. To a rant a smile was the most insulting thing you could show them. They felt certain all smiles were aimed at their ever-changing second halves.

“News?” Sabine asked.

“You have our support,” Jamoon said solemnly. “We stand waiting in the shadows to flee Foo.”

“Excellent.” Sabine twitched. “And what of the gateway?”

Jamoon’s left side spoke out of turn. “Houston, we have a problem.” Jamoon then began to tremble . . . not out of fear, but due to the transformation he was suddenly undergoing. The astronaut part of him began to pucker and boil, then the image ran together and dripped slowly to the floor. Obviously little Bobby back in reality no longer wanted to be a spaceman. As the image dripped away it was filled in with that of a seven-foot-tall basketball player. Half of Jamoon instantly began to dribble a ball and sweat. It was easier for a rant to become half of something that was close to his same size. But since Jamoon’s right half was only 5'10'' and his left half was now seven feet tall, it looked particularly odd. The dribbling and the height were distracting, but Sabine, ever the evil diplomat, refrained from smiling.

Jamoon ignored the gyrations of his left side and continued as if nothing was happening. “We have found no indication or clue as to the location. We are searching as fast as we can for the gateway, but we have so little to go on.”

“Intensify your search,” Sabine insisted, ignoring Jamoon’s left half. “Your very happiness is dependent upon it.”

“Pass it here, I’m open!” Jamoon’s new left side hollered.

“I understand,” his stable half replied. “What of the whisps?”

“I will take care of them,” Sabine said. “Soon they will no longer be a problem for us.”

Jamoon bowed and Sabine waved him away. Jamoon slipped his cloak back on and ran quickly from the room as if driving down a basketball court and going in for a dunk.
  

Chapter Ten

A Marked Target
 

With every mile Winter traveled away from her home, she began to feel more and more at peace with her decision to leave. It was as if she were doing exactly what she was destined to do. As she rode the bus toward Oklahoma, the image of a boy she didn’t know began playing in her mind. For some reason Winter had never experienced dreams while sleeping. She figured that was because of her awful life. She did occasionally have visions during the day. Her eyes would glaze over and she would see things. Lately, she had seen a lot of Leven Thumps. She had no idea who he was or what purpose he might have in her life, but she knew she needed to find him. Each time his face would flash into her mind, a voice within her head would whisper, “Don’t touch him.”

The warning was so troubling and confusing, that the first time Winter heard it she had been unable to sleep the next night, but now as the images of Leven came more and more frequently, the familiar whisper seemed more a warning to be cautious than a threat. She found it perplexing that the very person she seemed to be pursuing was someone she should not touch.

Winter arrived in Oklahoma early in the morning, unsure of just what to do next. Her wonder was answered by a poster on the wall of the bus station. It read: “Visit Burnt Culvert: Site of the State’s Worst Lightning Fire.” Winter thought two things: one, Burnt Culvert could use a new ad campaign, and two, that was where she needed to go. She was happy to learn that Burnt Culvert was only an hour away. She found a taxi and asked the driver to take her there.

“Site of the state’s worst lightning fire,” the driver said, confirming what the sign had proclaimed.

“Is it a big town?” Winter asked.

“Depends on what you think is big,” he smiled. “It’s bigger than where I come from, but that’s not saying much.”

“Do you know if it has a junior high school?” Winter asked.

“It does,” he replied. “If I remember right, it’s the home of the Fighting Ashes.”

“Can you take me to the school?” she asked.

“Sure,” he smiled. “Are you starting there?” he asked, having no problem prying into her business.

“No,” Winter replied. “I just need to pick something up.”

The driver dropped the flag on the meter and pulled out.

Winter knew what she was looking for was there in Burnt Culvert, but as they drove she heard the voice whisper again in her head, “Don’t touch him.” Still puzzled, she looked to see if someone else might be in the backseat with her.

Winter was very much alone. 

ii

The softball hit Leven squarely in the back of his head. The pain was immediate, and he could see stars and hear laughter. Leven was not a big fan of lunch break.

“What’s a matter, Skunk?” Brick called out. “Can’t catch with the back of your head?”

Leven turned and saw Brick laughing. Brick’s long skinny face was scrunched up, nearly pinching his little pea-sized eyes shut. His fat knees stuck out from under his shorts and were knocking together as he and Glen laughed it up. Brick had the personality of a pit bull—he picked on and chewed up anyone who got in his way or was a threat to his ego. And since he had the smarts of a week-old doughnut, almost anyone qualified as a threat to his intelligence. Brick was a large child who in reality should have been in a class two grades up, though his intellect best qualified him to attend classes two grades down.

Leven pointed to the sky and said, “Lightning.”

Both Brick and Glen immediately stopped laughing.

“Ahh, forget about him,” Brick said, momentarily scared. “He’s not worth it.”

Leven just stared at them, wondering why they took so much pleasure in picking on him. He had never said an unkind word to them or hurt them in any way, but from the moment he had started middle school, Brick and Glen had singled him out and made him the target of their animosity and hatred.

Leven looked around the field. Students were everywhere—peers of all shapes and sizes, yet for some reason Leven was Brick’s favorite person to pick on. Leven wasn’t the heaviest, or the shortest, or the tallest, and his brown eyes were as average as his grades. Maybe it was the bright white streak in his hair that had drawn their attention. Something like that was hard to hide. He kept his hair a little longer in hopes of it helping, but that only made the streak more prominent. To most of his school he was “Skunk.” Leven got no credit for what he didn’t do: he didn’t pick his nose or laugh like a mule or cry when picked on. And he was always careful to wear his Wonder Wipes T-shirts inside out. None of that mattered; Leven stood out and probably always would. Imagine the attention he might have gotten if people knew he had Clover always clinging to him.

Brick picked up the ball he had just thrown at the back of Leven’s head and turned—he and Glen laughing it up as they left.

“They’re just a couple of bullies,” a voice from behind Leven said. “Not tough enough to fight their way out of a cobweb.”

Leven turned to see who was speaking to him. It had to be someone with no knowledge of what Brick could do, to say something so bold. A girl with messy blonde hair and an angry expression on her face was staring back at him. She had her hands behind her back. Though Leven knew they had never met, he thought he recognized her. She gazed at him with her deep green eyes.

“Excuse me?” Leven asked.

“They’re bullies,” she sniffed, pulling back her wild hair.

“You might want to keep your voice down,” Leven whispered. “Brick would be plenty happy to verify what you’re saying.” Leven looked closely at her. “Do I know you?” he asked.

“I don’t think so. My name’s Winter.”

“I’m Leven,” he replied, reaching casually to cover his white streak with his hand.

“Lev,” Winter said reflectively, shortening his name, like Clover often did. “That sounds right,” she added. “And don’t ask me how, but I think I already know you.”

Leven stared at her, his mind trying to make sense of what she was saying. She was a different-looking girl. Her strong features would have made her easy to pick on at his school. He half hoped she had come to enroll so that he would drop to second in the pecking order. She had on faded jeans with flared bottoms and a thin blue shirt with a pocket in the front and long loose sleeves. She was either really cutting edge and wearing hip retro clothes, or she was poor and wearing clothes so outdated they were in style again. Her eyes stood out against her light-colored skin and long wild blonde hair—they were large and looked like wells of deep green water. She was about four inches shorter than Leven, but the shoes she was wearing made her look no more than three. 

“I think I know you, too,” Leven finally spoke.

“Weird, isn’t it?” Winter responded, appearing relieved to know she wasn’t alone in her thoughts. “Us seeming to know each other and never having met, I mean.”

“Do you go here?” he asked, nodding toward the school.

“No,” she answered.

Leven was captivated by Winter’s green eyes, and he gazed at them as he might have looked at a treasured object. As he studied her face, his head cleared and his brown eyes burned gold. Leven had tried many times since that day in the field to see the future again, but had never succeeded. Now all of a sudden it was working again. In his head he saw himself and Winter running. He blinked his eyes and shook his head, puzzled by what he had seen.

“So you’re here because . . .” Leven let his question hang, hoping she would complete it for him.

Winter laughed just a bit and shrugged her shoulders. “I think I’m looking for you,” she said shyly. “Is that odd?”

Leven smiled. “It would have been a few weeks ago, but it’s no odder than some of the things that I’ve been through lately.”

They were silent for a moment.

Winter could hear the voice in her head whispering fiercely. “Don’t touch him.” She looked at Leven, noticing his straight nose and strong brown eyes. She could see a cautious determination buried deep beneath his somewhat insecure exterior. He seemed to be fighting himself to stand tall and slouch at the same time. His shirt was on inside out, and he had an unusual streak of white hair on the right side of his head. “Don’t touch him,” the voice warned again.

Normally Winter would have had no problem obeying the warning, but for some odd reason she was drawn toward Leven, as though he were a piece of home or an emotional oasis.

“So what do we do now?” Leven asked, the two of them continuing to look at each other.

“I was hoping you could tell me.”

“I can’t tell you anything except that I knew something was coming,” Leven said. “I think that something is you.”

“And I think I’ve been looking for you.”

Leven laughed. “Disappointed?” There was a brief awkward silence.

“I don’t think so,” Winter said, dipping her head shyly and keeping her hands behind her.

“I guess—” Leven started to say, but he was interrupted.

“Hey, who’s the broom with hair?” Brick sneered, breaking into their conversation. He and Glen had grown bored of playing ball, and in their boredom they had spotted their favorite victim, Leven, talking to a skinny girl with wild hair. It was too good to pass up.

“New girlfriend, Skunk?”

“Knock it off,” Leven warned.

“Oh, Skunky’s unhappy,” Brick teased. “Maybe we should help cheer him up.”

Leven looked around for someone to help—no one was there. No teacher was ever there. The schoolyard was full of kids running and screaming, but as usual, no teacher was on duty. There never was. A big kid with a bat was chasing after a smaller boy. Two girls were playing in the mud and getting dirtier than any student should ever be allowed to get, and the entire seventh grade was taking turns drawing chalk outlines around the bodies of students who were posing as dead and sprawled out on the asphalt.

Sterling Thoughts Middle School was not exactly the best school to send your child to. It was a forgotten school where teachers with no backbone or gumption were sent to teach. Its principal was a noodle of a man who hid out in his office, making occasional announcements over the speaker system and hoping the students would leave his car alone.

Leven’s eighth grade teacher was a tall woman who had experienced a nervous breakdown at a different school, so she had been transferred here to bide her time until retirement. All she did was sit behind her desk, begging the students to stop hitting each other and pleading with them to please open their books. Discipline was a rarity and, unlike so many of the other kids, Leven couldn’t stand it. He craved order in his life and yet he couldn’t find it at any point. Now here were Brick and Glen, threatening to rough him up once again, and there was not a single adult around to intervene.

Leven thought of lightning—nothing. He tried to kick his gift into gear and still nothing.

“No one’s going to help you, loser,” Brick sneered. “The sky’s clear.”

Leven looked to the sky for a brief second, and in that instant Brick swung and punched him squarely in the gut. The air whooshed out of Leven, and he bent forward, holding his stomach. Brick grinned.

“Leave him alone,” Winter snapped, stepping up next to Leven, her arms by her sides. “Are you all right?” she asked, looking at Leven over her shoulder.

“I’m fine,” he wheezed, embarrassed, his eyes now on Brick.

“That didn’t look like a very strong hit,” Winter said firmly, making fun of Brick’s punch. She stepped closer to the bully.

Glen “Ohhhhed” seriously.

Only one person had ever stood up to Brick, and that person was Nervous Todd. He had been just plain Todd previously, but ever since the lesson Brick had taught him he had been nicknamed “Nervous.” He spent his days sneaking around, hiding in corners, and trying to make himself inconspicuous, for fear of saying or doing anything to ever upset Brick again.

“What did you say, you smelly piece of trash?” Brick asked, stepping closer to Winter and smacking his right fist into his left palm. A small crowd gathered, hoping to witness something exciting.

Winter leaned close to Leven. “Want to see something cool I can do?” she whispered.

Leven looked at her, wondering if she was crazy. Before he could think further of it, Brick lunged out to attack. He got about a foot from Winter before he was stopped in his tracks by his feet turning to solid ice.

“What the—?” he yelled, looking down at his feet. The ice rose slowly, like quicksand in reverse, climbing up his legs and toward his waist. He reached down and tried to pull his legs up but they wouldn’t budge. Glen stepped back, eyes wide and mouth hanging open in wonder.

“Help me!” Brick ordered. “Give me your hand!”

Glen inched farther away. Winter looked at Glen and blinked. Glen was suddenly a solid ice sculpture.

Winter turned back to Brick. He was staring at Glen and whimpering. The ice inched up his legs and frosted his fat bottom. He pounded at it, screaming, trying to break it apart. Leven looked on in both astonishment and fear.

“Make it stop!” Brick yelled at Leven. “Help me!”

Leven moved toward Brick as if to help, but Winter motioned him back. The ice continued to migrate north, covering Brick’s chest and neck and inching toward his head. The students who had gathered to see a fight were in shock over what was happening and from seeing Brick cry.

“Help me,” he sobbed. His arms were now frozen stiff. “Help!” he cried. “H—” the ice covered his mouth, silencing him as it crept over his nose, past his panicked eyes, and then capped him off completely.

Everyone stood there with open mouths, in disbelief. Leven gaped at Winter.

“Did you do that?” he whispered.

“I can’t stand bullies,” she said.

“Will he be okay?”

“Sure,” Winter said, seemingly not overly concerned.

Some of the students had run back into the school and retrieved a few teachers to come and see what had happened. You couldn’t retrieve just one or two teachers at Sterling Thoughts Middle School, you had to get five or six before they would have the nerve to come out and investigate. A handful of them crept cautiously out of the building, looking scared. A few students pointed in the direction of Leven and Winter.

“Let’s get out of here,” Leven said nervously, his brown eyes alive.

“I was just waiting for you to say the word,” Winter said, smiling. It is amazing, the amount of confidence a person can have when blessed with the ability to freeze things.

Leven reached to grab Winter’s arm and guide her back around the school.

“Don’t touch me!” she said sharply, drawing back.

Leven pulled his hand away, looking confused.

“Just don’t touch me,” Winter said again, this time a bit softer.

The teachers running toward them hollered and ordered them not to move. Leven and Winter did just the opposite, sprinting away, running around behind some portable classrooms, skirting the pond, and topping the small hill where students often met to fight with one another at the end of the school day.

“Where are we going now?” she asked.

“I’ll tell you when I know,” he yelled back.

Winter smiled, happy to finally have someone besides her calling the shots. They turned a street corner and worked their way back behind a record shop and a shoe store.

“How did you do that?” Leven asked. He was out of breath and stopped to catch it.

“I don’t know how,” Winter answered, breathing hard and brushing her stringy hair back out of her face.

“She’s a nit,” Clover said, unseen but not unheard.

“Who said that?” Winter asked, confused.

Clover materialized and smiled. Winter stepped back just a bit, her green eyes wide.

“It’s okay,” Leven said. “It’s just Clover.”

Clover leaped from Leven’s head onto Winter’s shoulder, smiling. “You don’t know this, but I think I might know you,” he said happily. Winter smiled back. “If so, you were taller before,” he added.

“Really?” Winter said, tentatively touching Clover on the back of his head. She slowly began to pet him as if he were a cat. Her smile made it obvious just how delighted she was.

“Sure,” Clover purred, his eyes closing slightly. “But we can reminisce later. I think the time has come for us to go,” he said, suddenly serious and shrugging Winter’s hand off of him.

Leven looked at Winter. Something was finally happening in his life. He felt different than he had felt only moments before. It was time for him to step away from his past and walk into his future.

“I just need to get a few things from my house before we go,” Leven replied.

“Well, hurry,” Clover insisted. “I’ve been waiting years for this to begin.”

“I can’t wait till I know what we’re even talking about,” Winter laughed.

“Me, too,” Leven said seriously, looking at Clover.

“I’d tell you if I could,” Clover smiled. “But I was told specifically not to be the one to break the news.”

“So tell Winter, and she can tell me,” Leven tried.

“I would still be telling Winter.” Clover disappeared.

“So, you could—” Leven was stopped by the school gym teacher, Coach Tally. He had been out having lunch when he spotted Leven and Winter running off. A lover of the hunt, he had hidden behind the shoe store and jumped out, and he was now holding Leven by the ear.

“Where are we off to, Thumps?” he asked, his crew cut bristling in the sun. “You should be on campus.” Coach Tally was heavy, kept his hair cropped short, and had a perpetually red face. His breath always smelled of garlic. 

“Nowhere,” Leven said in pain, his ear being stretched to its limit.

“Nowhere’s the other direction,” Coach Tally yanked.

Winter was just about to turn the belligerent man to ice when Clover came up with an idea. He materialized, sprang from Leven’s head, and like lightning hurled himself into the face of Coach Tally, cramming himself into his open mouth. Coach Tally let go of Leven, gagging and choking as Clover began to slip down his throat. He threw his hands to his neck and tried to squeeze Clover out. His eyes bulged, and his face was the color of fire. As Clover meshed into his body, becoming one with the coach, Tally emitted a loud belch and looked desperate and confused. Clover twisted the big body and stood up straight. The coach stared, bug-eyed, at Winter and Leven. They in turn stared back, not knowing what to make of him or what had just happened.

“Now where was I?” Coach Tally said, sounding like himself but with the inflections of Clover. “Oh, yes, Foo.”

Under the influence of Clover, Coach Tally pulled a piece of chalk out of his pocket. The coach kept it there to draw circles on pavement, in which he made students stand until they, as he said, “developed character.” Coach Clover began to draw on the outside wall of the shoe store.

Leven and Winter were dumbfounded.

“Listen closely because I am only going to say this once and even then I am going to deny having said it.” Coach Clover looked around as if to make sure nobody was near. “There is a space between the possible and the impossible—a very real place called Foo.” He drew a big circle. “It is a place your mind enjoys keeping from you, yet it is as real as a thick patch of goose bumps or as any strong nagging notion. It exists within the minds of everyone, because without it there would be no room to dream or hope. It was created at the beginning of time so mankind could aspire and imagine. It is an entire realm hidden in the folds of your mind.”

Coach Clover was talking with great excitement. Spit was flinging everywhere. He again looked around to make sure no one could overhear what he was saying.

“As real as Foo is, however, it is not easy for someone to get there,” he went on. “You can’t plan a trip and call your travel agent. Most people who enter Foo do so by accident.”

Leven looked around as if confused.

“Pay attention,” Coach Clover insisted, tipping a bit. He was having a hard time balancing such a big body. “Now, someone interested in things other than themselves might have, at one point in their lives, noticed that all sidewalks and street corners and roads are not the same. Some are wide, some are narrow. Some are made of concrete while some are brick or stone. The world is covered with thin, dirt lanes and wide, expansive stretches of asphalt, all of them designed to lead someone somewhere and most of them connecting and crossing evenly, straight, and just as they were planned. There are, however, roads and lanes that are not quite so uniform—street corners and crossings that don’t match up as they should. Whether they were designed poorly or constructed by people too lazy to do a perfect job, it doesn’t make a difference.”

Leven and Winter looked down at the ground they were standing on. It looked all right. 

“If you stand between two connecting lanes that don’t match up quite right, while the temperature is divisible by seven, and the universe sees fit to fire off a couple of shooting stars, you will get quite a surprise—quite a surprise indeed.” Coach Clover spat. It wasn’t an impressive spit. The saliva just barely cleared his lips, then sort of drizzled down onto Coach Tally’s chin. The big body began to sway back and forth. “The mind will snatch you up instantly and take you to Foo.” From the way Coach Clover was teetering, it was obvious that Clover was having a hard time managing such a heavy body. He leaned up against the shoe store to keep his balance.

“How does—” Leven tried to ask.

“Save all questions to the end. Take Gladys Welch, for example.” Coach Clover used his chalk to draw a stick figure of a woman on the side of the building. “She was an innocent woman who was simply walking her child on a hot August night when she unknowingly stepped upon the very spot where East Willow Road and Juniper Way haphazardly meet. Who knew that twenty years earlier, when John Packer and Timmy Lance were pouring that sidewalk, that they were unknowingly creating an entrance to Foo? John was in a hurry to meet up with his girlfriend, and Timmy wanted the day to end so he could play a little pool before going home. They had rushed through the job, ignoring the plans and doing a halfway job. Their sloppiness resulted in a less-than-perfect street corner and a potential portal to Foo.

“It wasn’t Gladys’s fault she stopped to calm her fussy child right there on that particular corner. Likewise, it could be argued that she was simply going about her business when she looked up at the dark sky and spotted a shooting star streaking across the black, like chalk across a newly inked blackboard. Before she could make a wish, however, she was gone, swept into Foo.”

Leven and Winter remained silent and amazed.

“Nobody ever saw Gladys Welch again. The papers went on and on about how tragic it was—her disappearance, that is. A young mother taking her child for a walk just up and disappears, the helpless baby left on the corner of a public street alone and scared. Some speculated that Gladys Welch had been murdered; others assumed she had simply abandoned the child; a few suggested she had been abducted by aliens. But no one knew the truth, which is that Gladys had been taken to Foo.”

Leven and Winter stood there with open mouths.

“These are the evidences and thumbprints of a place and force nobody knows to worry over or actually even wonder about. No one knows to be careful or to step lightly, but their lack of knowledge doesn’t change the fact that all over the world there are street corners and intersections that don’t quite match up or evenly meet. And if the heavens have you in their sight, they just might take you before your time and send you, in interim, to a place called Foo.”

Coach Clover drew on the wall what looked to be a big raisin and a square sun, when in reality it was supposed to be a brain and a gateway.

“There is no place on earth that even begins to compare with the realm of Foo. In the beginning it was a perfect place set up so there would be room for all those who were born on earth to dream, an area the brain created to hatch the dreams and imaginations the logical, physical world would deem impossible.”

“Amazing,” Leven whispered.

Clover just couldn’t manage the big body any longer, so he decided to wrap it up.

“In conclusion, sycophants are a blessing to us all.”

Coach Tally began to quake and teeter. His body was doing the wave. A large lump rose in his throat, and he suddenly expelled through his open mouth the agitated Clover, who landed in Leven’s hands. Coach Tally crumpled into a big pile of human on the ground.

Leven and Winter stared at Clover.

“What was that all about?” Leven asked.

“Is that true?” Winter asked in awe.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Clover sniffed. “I didn’t say anything.”

“Unbelievable,” Leven whispered, his brown eyes glowing. “Foo’s a real place?”

“My lips are sealed,” Clover declared.

Coach Tally began to twitch and groan. Leven led Winter at a quick pace to Leven’s house. Addy was at work at the napkin factory, and Terry wasn’t at home. He was most likely down at the corner bar telling the waitress his troubles. Leven had planned on gathering a few things to take with him, but he soon realized he had little to gather. He threw on a thin hooded sweatshirt and shoved some extra socks into his pocket.

As he exited the house the wind was blowing fiercely, causing the huge tree in his yard to sway and violently bend. Small branches were breaking off the limbs, and it looked as if the gigantic trunk might be wrenched out of the ground. Leven gazed at the wind-whipped tree, realizing he might never see it again, and was surprised to experience a feeling of sadness.

He said good-bye to the writhing tree and empty house and he and Winter walked away. As they did so, the wind ceased.

“So you can freeze things?” Leven asked Winter as they headed toward town.

Winter nodded.

“Anything?” Leven asked.

“I think so,” she smiled.

“Well, Lev can see the future,” Clover bragged, materializing in the hood of the sweatshirt Leven was wearing. “He’s an offing.”

“You can see the future?” Winter asked, amazed.

“Sort of,” Leven answered.

“And,” Clover went on, “he can change the future.”

“Really?” Winter said as if she didn’t exactly believe it.

“I think so,” Leven said. “If the timing’s right, or if it’s necessary, I can make things turn out in a way different than they might have.”

“That’s pretty cool,” Winter smiled.

“Pretty unpredictable,” Leven smiled back. “I think I’d rather be able to freeze things whenever I wanted.”

“We all have our strengths,” Clover said, trying to sound wise.

Winter and Leven looked at him and laughed.

“So where should we go?” Winter asked. “How do we get to this Foo place?”

“I say we head downtown,” Leven answered. “Let’s find someplace to practice your freezing and my manipulations while we figure out where we’re going.”

Both Leven and Winter looked at Clover as if to prompt him to speak.

“All right, I think I can let you in on one more thing,” Clover said, looking around nervously.

Leven and Winter stared at him.

“We’re looking for a person named Geth,” he whispered. “He knows the way.”

“Geth?” Winter questioned.

“Yes,” Clover answered seriously. “He’s the only one who knows what’s next. He’ll find us.”

“That’s all you can tell us?” Leven asked. “Geth? Can’t you take over Winter and tell me more?”

“No way!” Winter gasped, covering her mouth with her hands.

“I think I’ve said enough for one day.” Clover said, then disappeared.

Leven and Winter walked at a fast pace toward town. Leven wished he had a better idea of what his future really was to be. At the moment all he sensed was a new purpose, mixed with equal amounts of panic and uncertainty.
  

Chapter Eleven

Taking an Ax for the Home Team
 

The morning was different from usual on Andorra Court. Yes, the sun rose and the night faded. Sure, the paper boy came by flinging papers. A few automatic sprinklers turned on and off, and Mrs. Pendle stuck her ratty morning head out of her front door. She looked around to see if anyone else was out, then waddled quickly out to get her paper, wearing nothing but the tattered robe her husband had begged her for years to throw away.

As usual nobody saw her.

Actually, that’s not completely true. The giant fantrum tree, which possessed the soul of Geth and stood in front of Leven’s house, saw her—just as he had seen her every morning for so many years. He had seen everything that had happened there at 1712 Andorra Court—the ends of his branches gazing at all times in hundreds of directions and places.

Geth breathed and shook his leaves as if the wind were pushing through him. He shivered again, knowing the time had finally come. He was strong enough and Leven was gone. He had tried to stop Leven from leaving, or at least get his attention, but the boy had walked off.

At first Addy and Terry had made no mention of Leven not coming home that afternoon. But eventually Terry began to complain about what a stubborn and careless child Leven was to stay away when there were chores to be done. Addy took an hour off of work to both grocery shop and circle around Leven’s school to see if he was there. Exhausted, she finally gave up the search and went home and argued with her husband about him finding a job, so she could take a break from folding.

Geth saw it all.

It was not a coincidence that in the afternoon, three quarters of Leven’s house was shaded by Geth. Fate had put the Graphs’ mobile home right where it sat, and now fate was going to take the next step. As Mrs. Pendle read her horoscope and drank her prune juice, the giant tree in her neighbor’s yard was implementing a plan.

Geth would have preferred fate to have matched him up with Leven before the boy left, but what was done was done. Fate needed a little help, and it was now up to Geth to get to Leven. Of course, it’s not easy for a tree to just walk down the street and get on its way. Trees have rules they are bound to obey simply because the earth feeds them. There are, however, ways to accomplish things when the need gets desperate, and Geth had been preparing and practicing for just such a situation.

The morning got brighter. Addy’s alarm clock rang, and she rolled over and hit the poor thing harder than was necessary. It fell from the nightstand and softly bounced on the shag carpet. Addy sat up and moaned. All that folding had given her carpal tunnel syndrome, and her wrists were hurting like crazy. She felt cheated out of a life of luxury and resented the necessity of having to work. She was sick of it. She picked up the clock and looked at the numbers. Her face was pale green from her dried mask, and her hair, as usual, was a mess.

“A woman of leisure shouldn’t have to get up before ten,” she grumped to herself, her tongue feeling thick in her dry morning mouth. “Look at him,” she added spitefully, glancing at Terry as he lay next to her, unshaven, mouth agape, snoring loudly. He had his knees pulled up to his chest and one arm hanging off the opposite side of the bed—every fifteen seconds or so his left leg would quiver.

Addy had finally had enough. “Get up!” she said, suddenly angry and whacking him on the chest with one of her sore arms. “Get up. I’m sick of it. You need to find a job.” The mask on Addy’s face cracked.

Terry grimaced and motioned for her to leave him alone.

“Get up!” Addy snarled. “Now!”

“I’m tired,” Terry complained. “There’s no work out there for me.”

“Paul Brogan got a job last week. A good job with benefits,” Addy informed him. “That job could have been yours.”

“No use talking about it now,” Terry whined. “He got the job and I didn’t.”

“You weren’t looking,” Addy snapped at him. “Now get up and go look.”

“I will this afternoon,” Terry said, closing his eyes.

Addy got up and moved around the bed to the closet, making as much noise as possible. She opened the closet door and pushed the hanging items to the side.

Addy’s actions got Terry’s attention. His right eye popped open; it was sunken and red like a pitted cherry.

Addy pulled out the two brown boxes that sat on the floor of the closet.

Terry’s left eye opened; it matched the right.

Addy pulled back the carpet and lifted up the loose board that was hiding Terry’s secret drinking money. She had known it was there for years, but figured it was easier to let him have his secret than to have him constantly begging her for money.

Terry’s mouth opened. “Hey!” he hollered, jumping out of bed and grabbing for the money she had just snatched. “How’d you know? . . . that’s my money.”
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“Wrong,” Addy smirked. “It’s my money. I earned it and I’ll keep it.” She stuffed the entire wad deep down the front of her nightgown.

“All right,” Terry panicked. “I’ll go look for work as soon as I can. I promise.” His eyes were opened wide and his mouth sagging. His mushy nose glowed.

“You’ll look now!” Addy screeched, the veins in her neck bulging.

“Now?” Terry repeated sadly. “But it’s early. I can’t just be expected to—”

Addy stamped her foot and glared.

“I can’t believe I’m treated this way in my own house,” Terry complained.

Addy pushed her hair back behind her square head and smiled coldly. “I’ll give you the money back as soon as you’ve found a job.”

Terry gaped at her helplessly. Addy smiled even wider.

“Fine.” Terry stamped off to the bathroom to pretend he was getting ready for the day. He sat down on the toilet and began to think. This was not the morning he had planned. He rubbed his stubble of beard with his hand and tried to think harder. Sure, he could have spent his mental energy wondering how to find a job, or where the best place to begin looking for work was. Instead, however, every thought was directed toward simply getting that money back so he could blow it as soon as possible at the local bar. Just thinking about looking for work was making him thirsty.

Terry might very well have gone on for hours thinking about the money and growing even thirstier if it had not been for the unexpected tapping on his backside as he sat on the toilet.

He sprang immediately off the seat, screaming and slapping blindly at whatever had touched him.

He yanked his pajama bottoms up and turned to look at the toilet. There, wriggling out of the bowl, like some giant bark snake, was one of Geth’s humongous tree roots. It pushed up out of the bowl like a huge serpent, writhing in the air. Terry’s jaw dropped. He rubbed his red bloated eyes in complete disbelief. Then, as if to prove it was really happening, the root swelled and the toilet burst, sending water and shards of porcelain everywhere. Terry threw his hands up to cover his face as he cowered against the bathroom door, still not believing what he was seeing.

“What’s going on in there!?” Addy yelled from outside the door. “What was that noise!?”

Roots came slithering out of the faucet and drain in the sink, reaching out toward Terry, stopping him from saying anything besides, “Heeeelp!”

The bathroom floor creaked and buckled upward as a huge root pushed up from below the trailer house. Terry fumbled for the door, screaming, wanting nothing more than to get away. He pulled open the door and came face to face with Addy. She was staring at him, her puffy eyes and green face creating a sight almost as frightening as the surreal scene behind him.

“Just what do you think you’re doing?” she scolded. “If you’ve made a mess in—”

Before Addy could finish her sentence, Terry whipped past her. A thick wet root sprang up from beneath the floor, caught him by the ankle, flipped him across the bed, and slammed him into the wall. The whole house began to lift and sway. Addy stumbled. She was horrified and screaming at the top of her lungs. Had Mrs. Pendle stuck her ratty head out her front door at that moment she would have seen the giant fantrum tree surging and pushing the entire house up from beneath, its roots writhing and thrashing like the tentacles of a crazed octopus.
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Terry ran for the window. Addy ran for the door. Both were stopped by thousands of tiny hairy roots that latched onto their feet and lifted them into the air and began whipping them around on the mattress.

Trees don’t normally smile, but at that moment anyone could have seen the grin on that tree from miles away. The mattress whipping wasn’t actually necessary, but Geth felt they deserved some payback for the way they had treated Leven.

After Geth had had his fun, his tiny roots pulled Terry and Addy off the bed by their ankles and dragged them screaming out through the back window. They were whipped about, spun in the air, and dropped with a thump at the base of the tree. Roots were sticking out of every window and door of the trailer house, waving madly.

Before Terry could free himself and run for help, the roots stopped wiggling and began to quickly withdraw, slithering back through the windows and doors and down through the floor of the trailer home. The entire place creaked as it settled back into a crooked, slightly-off-the-foundation position. In a few moments all the roots had disappeared.

Breathing hard, Terry looked at Addy.

“Did you see . . . ?”

“I did,” she said, breathing just as hard and fanning her green face. She pushed her frizzy hair out of her face, wailing. It was at that moment she first noticed the bright red ax lying on the ground near her. She hadn’t realized they owned an ax. She wiped at her tears. “I don’t want you looking for work today,” she finally managed to say.

“I told you I shouldn’t—”

“I want you to get rid of this tree,” she interrupted. “And do it now. It’s never been right. Chop it up, sell the wood, and then you’ll have the money.” Addy worked herself up off the ground and stepped over to the ax. She picked it up, examined its blade, and carried it over to her husband.

“Now?” Terry whined.

“Now!” she almost screamed, thrusting the tool at him.

Terry stood up and tested his knees. He looked back at the house. Through the bathroom window he could see one root still sticking up out of the broken toilet. Suddenly it shivered and water flung off of it as it quickly retracted.

“I don’t think my drain snake could fix that,” he mumbled to himself.

Terry hefted the ax and moved toward the trunk of the tree. He was really thirsty. He drew the ax back and swung. The blade cut deep into the trunk, as if the tree had relaxed to let the ax slice deeper. Addy was almost impressed with Terry’s strength; Terry actually was. He pulled the ax back and whacked again. A chunk the size of a football flew out and landed at Addy’s feet. At this rate Terry would have the thing down and chopped up by early afternoon.

Terry smiled.

Geth stood there, taking every blow.

Trees don’t really enjoy being cut to pieces. Some recognize their place in the world and accept it bravely, but few would actually provoke a human into chopping it up. Geth had done just that.

Whack!

Geth closed his leaves as darkness began to push upward into his trunk and through his branches. Geth could feel his bark pulling away and beginning to separate from the body of wood. His foliage trembled with each blow. The air was becoming black and only bits and pieces of the surrounding scenery were clear anymore. The sky smeared and started to slide to the ground as pain made his thoughts dark.

Terry went at the tree with all his force.

Geth swayed. He was dizzy. Standing tall was quickly not becoming an option.

“Timber!!!” Terry shouted, taking one last swing. The ax sliced deep into the remaining trunk and got lodged. Terry began to violently jerk and wiggle it. As it pulled free, Geth, tipsy from destruction, leaned to the east and toppled, his remaining strand of trunk snapping loudly. The huge tree crashed down next to the rear corner of the trailer house, cracking the roof and crumpling a section of wall. It settled with a whump.

Terry looked at the tree lying there. His house was damaged, but still livable. “Stupid tree,” he spat. Addy turned and went back inside. She had napkins to go fold.

The giant tree was no more.
  

Chapter Twelve

Divide and Conquer
 

It is a grand thing to be a stately fantrum tree that stands tall and oversees the world around it. With its massive structure and lush foliage, such a tree can be justifiably proud. Oh, there are a few drawbacks to being a tree. Birds give you no rest with all their constant flittering, chirping, and nesting; kids love to shoot at you with BB guns; and lovers invade your space and wreak indignities on you by gouging their initials into your bark. But those disadvantages are bearable.

There are the more serious drawbacks like, say, death. For example, when a tree is turned into firewood for burning or used to make furniture for sitting. Trees in our world know nothing else. They are born, they live, and then they die. The most they can hope for is to be transformed into the front page of a really historic newspaper edition, or to be shaped into a cane for an important person, or to be made into a polished banister of some huge mansion.

The giant fantrum tree that Terry chopped down and dismembered had aspired to be something much greater than a chair or an ottoman. Geth knew very well what he was doing when he permitted Terry to take him down. Now it was up to fate to take Geth to the next step.

Terry loaded up the wood and hauled it to a lumberyard two miles from the mobile home park. He drove it there in his beat-up old truck, licking his lips the whole time.

Terry was thirsty. Very, very thirsty.

The owner of the lumberyard, Frank Welt, at first had no interest in acquiring such green wood, but when Terry explained how thirsty he was and said how little he was asking for the load, Frank gave him twenty dollars, and Terry was on his way.

Frank sorted the wood, pulling out the largest pieces and piling them under a tin-roofed shelter. He tossed the twigs and smaller limbs onto a heap of scrap he had drying.

Normally there’s not much need to be concerned about what happens to a tree once it’s been downed. It’s a sad thing to lose a tree, but the loss is generally only temporarily mourned. A chunk of this tree, however, was worth tracking. Six inches beneath its bark, in its trunk, next to its lowest branch, was the heart and soul of Geth. And whereas the ax might have killed the limbs and body of the tree, the heart was still faintly beating in this piece. Geth was not done for yet.

“Lousy drunk,” Frank said to himself. “Destroy a beautiful tree so that you can wet your tongue. Pathetic.” Frank ran his gloved hand over the wood he had just bought and moved to go.

“Frank,” Geth whispered, amazed that his reduced size allowed him to vibrate enough to actually make a noise.

Frank wheeled around, looking for whoever had spoken to him. He saw only open sky and his empty lumberyard.

“Frank,” he heard again, this time more loudly and a bit deeper.

“Hello?” Frank yelled.

“Frank,” the wood whispered back.

“Who’s there?” Frank said, bewildered, knowing nobody was around but him.

“Frank . . .” Geth’s voice faded.

Frank looked at the pile of green wood Terry had just delivered. He stepped closer and pushed aside a few of the large pieces, half expecting to find someone buried in the pile. No one was there.

“I must be crazy,” he whispered. “I’m the one who needs the drink.”

He looked more closely at a section of the tree’s trunk. It was a piece about a foot and a half in diameter and two feet long. Protruding from it was a two-inch stump of a thick branch, and almost all the bark had been scraped off it. As he studied it, the chunk of wood appeared to inflate then deflate itself, almost as though it had inhaled then exhaled.

Frank rubbed his eyes, then picked up the piece of wood and held it in his hands. It was warm, and when he squeezed it, his fingers made an impression, as though it were made of clay. The wood reshaped itself as soon as he let go.

“Whoa,” Frank whispered. “Odd.”

A large truck pulled into the lot and honked, and Frank motioned the driver over.

“I’m here for the Tatum load,” the driver hollered.

“I’ve got it all ready for you around back,” Frank replied, nodding toward another shed.

The driver pulled ahead, and as it passed him, Frank tossed the whispering piece of wood into the open bed of the truck.

“One less thing for me to worry about,” Frank said, dusting his hands and heading toward the office to get the forms the Tatum driver would need to sign.

ii

Tatum, Inc. was a manufacturer of a variety of products. The company had its hand in plastics, wooden toys, and handles for yard tools. They also had a division that produced indoor fans and one that molded outdoor chairs. Their best-selling item at the moment was a portable grill that flipped the meat for you. They also made rugs, manufactured doll body parts, and were the North American manufacturer of seven types of garden hoses.

They were diversified; a small arm of their business even manufactured wooden paint stirring paddles, popsicle sticks, and toothpicks.

It was into this division of the company that the driver brought the heart of Geth and the rest of the wood from Frank’s lumber yard. He backed the truck up to a large metal vat and dumped the load.

Geth buzzed. In order to complete his mission, his heart had to stay intact. He was concerned about being reduced to pulp and made into paper. But he was powerless to resist what was happening. It would be up to fate to take it from here and work him into a position where he could find Leven.

A man with big arms picked up the section of Geth’s trunk and heaved it into a rotating bin. Geth tried to call out, but things were moving so fast and there was too much noise. The bin tilted, and its contents were spilled into a vat of liquid chemicals. Geth bobbed around in the smelly mix until he was hooked with a long stick and dragged into an oven. Everything was black and the grinding of loud motors vibrated the building.

The chemical solution Geth had been thrown into was cold, and the heat of the oven was at first welcome, but it soon became unbearably hot. Geth felt as though at any moment he might spontaneously burst into flame. Just as he was ready to give up and turn to ash, he was hauled out of the oven and dumped onto a speeding conveyer belt. Machines whirred, clanked, and screamed around him in the darkness, and he heard the ominous sound of wood going through a grinder. The conveyor belt abruptly ended, and the heart of Geth plummeted down into the grinder. In an instant he was devoured by the blades. The lights in the factory surged and dimmed a bit. One of the workers commented on how that had never happened before and then simply went on with his job.

The rest of the day played out routinely for the workers at the Tatum toothpick factory. The new toothpicks were boxed up and stacked onto pallets and put onto trucks that would deliver them to surrounding states. For the workers, it was an ordinary day. Life just went on.

But Geth was down.
  

Chapter Thirteen

Realizing You Have Nothing
 

You may wonder what a messy-haired girl, an obscure boy, and a chopped up fantrum tree have to do with one another, and in doing so you would be justified. Typically a person wouldn’t associate one with the others. A psychiatrist might grow concerned if he or she were to show you an ink blot shaped like a tree and you were to respond, “Young boy,” or “Messy girl.” But thanks to fate, these three were about to become entwined. Weaved together like a rug that humanity was about to unknowingly wipe its feet on.

It’s difficult to know where you belong when the soul isn’t even aware of what its options are. You can easily picture yourself behind the wheel of a fast car or lying on a sandy beach because you have seen pictures of or witnessed such things. But how can a person see himself somewhere his mind has refused to show him?

This was the situation Leven was in.

His entire life he had been told where to go, where to sit, where to stand, what to say, how to act, who he was, and who he was not. Now, fate was finished keeping Leven in complete darkness, but the boy still couldn’t picture his future. Clover had hinted at Foo, but it seemed like a fable being told by a pretend friend. And Leven had a bigger problem that he was even less aware of.

Sabine was searching for him.

Sabine didn’t clearly know it was Leven he was after, but he lusted to find the one who alone had the power to destroy his plan. He couldn’t leave Foo to find that person himself, but he had an army to help, thanks to the dark shadows he cast. Sabine’s horrid thoughts and evil desires consumed him. In his hatred and greed he had become completely dark in the head, sicker than any being had ever been in Foo, which is quite an awful accomplishment, since over time some pretty foul people had accidentally stumbled into Foo. In fact, a number of notable criminals and thugs had made their way into the realm. But even the worst of them paled in comparison to Sabine, who knew nothing but wickedness and rage thanks to an unknown force that controlled him. So profound was the evil within him that the very shadows he cast loathed him and desired to escape his presence.

Of course they could never do so—a shadow cannot exist without a master to cast it. These shadows were a legion of diverse, inky images—short, tall, fat, and thin—desperate, dark, whispering images of Sabine, frantic to escape him, but destined to remain captive to his will. And day by day, minute by minute, Sabine’s shadows multiplied, an army of darkness that was ever growing.

Sabine’s shadows could do things no other being had ever been able to do. Most remarkably, they could slip in and out of Foo effortlessly and at any time. Because they were shadows, they were able to insinuate themselves into the dark dreams of men and emerge in reality. Sabine simply had to exhale, and his slavish minions would swoop over the earth, penetrating the minds of any who entertained selfish or conspiring thoughts. A quick intake of breath, and the dark images of Sabine would come back with a swoosh to the being who cast them. So invasive were Sabine’s shadowy legions they had the power to affect both those in Foo and those in reality, whomever Sabine sought to harm.

Every morning when he awoke, Sabine would step to his balcony, which looked out over the Fundrals of Foo. He would gaze down with evil satisfaction upon the gathering of his shadows, a gathering that stretched endlessly across the base of Ardion, awaiting his directions. Then he would exhale, sending his envoys out of Foo and into the dark dreams of mankind.

His shadows swept the earth, spiraling down through the dreams of mankind, searching for the one soul who had the power to ruin Sabine’s plan—the one soul who could destroy the gateway before Sabine could find it and go through it himself into reality.

Of course, his shadows had been looking for the wrong thing. Sabine had figured that the descendant of the gatemaker would be a grown man—a strong, wise being who could single-handedly step into Foo and destroy Sabine and his evil intentions.

You may doubt their existence, for the shadows of Sabine are not easy to spot, unless you are connected to Foo. But even for those who know nothing of Foo, it is possible to catch a glimpse of them. You can see the shadows searching even now. Watch when a car goes by. See how the light flashes off the chrome, reflecting things so quickly that the normal eye can’t take it in? If you are perceptive enough you’ll see the shadows in those flashes.

Observe when someone waves her arm and her silver watch glistens. The shadows are there. If someone flips a coin, you’ll see how it catches the light in its rotations but how quickly darkness extinguishes the glimmer. It is in these twinklings that the shadows of Sabine can be observed in their earthly flights. These are the fleeting evidences to those who know that the battle continues—the battle in which Leven and Winter were now very much involved.

The two of them had escaped their horrid lives and now were on a quest, searching for a person or thing named Geth. They had spent an entire day down by the river, hidden behind a thin line of trees, experimenting with their gifts. Winter had her ability down. She was able to freeze anything she chose: water, trees, even an abandoned car. Once the object was frozen, she needed only to touch it and it would thaw.

Whereas Winter had full control of her ability, Leven was struggling to manage his. He felt as if fate kept intervening, keeping him from manipulating the future. If he concentrated really hard he could get his brown eyes to burn gold, but unless the timing was just right, he couldn’t clearly see what was coming. The best he achieved was envisioning an older boy crossing the street and being struck by a bicyclist. Leven had concentrated like mad, causing the cyclist to look up at the last moment, swerve around the boy and run instead into a parked car. It was a neat trick that left the boy intact but the cyclist shaken.

After spending a full day practicing, they slept that night under a bridge and woke up cold, hungry, and miserable. They arose and began searching the streets for Geth, a search that seemed futile since they had no idea what this Geth looked like or where he could possibly be.

Clover was of no help. All he did was repeat over and over, “Fate will work it out. We’ll find Geth.”

Clover’s repetitive mantra got old fast and, out of patience, both Leven and Winter finally told him to keep his thoughts to himself. He responded by pulling his cloak over his head and disappearing. In all likelihood, however, he was probably perched on top of Leven’s head.

The town of Burnt Culvert wasn’t much to look at. There was an older downtown section where the burned-out shells of a number of buildings still leaned or rested. A giant charred wall stood all by itself. It was scorched and covered with spray-painted messages and drawings. There was a park in the center of town that had green grass and a small Chat-n-Chew Snak Shack near the playground. Some of the buildings on Main Street had survived the fire and been cleaned up years before to give the town an all-American feel. It was really the only stretch of Burnt Culvert that looked put together. The city had installed some antique lampposts and, depending on the season, a variety of colorful flags were hung from them. At the moment all the flags on Main Street were black with orange jack-o’-lanterns stenciled on them. Surrounding the business district on Main Street were the residential areas. 

Leven, Winter, and Clover would have been able to live for a while off the money Winter had brought with her. But for some reason that was still being argued, Clover had thrown away Winter’s purse. That left them broke, hungry, and homeless. Oh, and a bit fed up.

“So do we just keep walking?” Winter asked Clover as day two was coming to an end. “It’s getting dark, and I thought this Geth was supposed to find us.”

“Well, tonight could be the night,” Clover said from the top of Leven’s head.

“You said that last night,” Leven pointed out.

“Fate will work it out. We’ll find Geth,” Clover repeated, which made Winter wonder again if she hadn’t ought to freeze the little pest. She had threatened to before, but he had told her that because he was a sycophant, her gift wouldn’t work on him. She wondered if that were true.

The October night was cold, and there was an ominous feeling in the air. Leven wondered if he would not have been better off staying at home and dealing with his miserable life instead of taking on the task of saving the world. At least he would have had a bed to sleep in.

“What do we do now?” Winter asked as they walked down Main Street for the four hundredth time. “Shouldn’t you be telling us where to go?”

Clover shrugged. “I’m here to get you back, but I think Antsel would be upset if I started making the decisions. I only know that fate will lead us to Geth.”

“Geth, Antsel, Foo,” Winter muttered. “I don’t think anyone is coming for us.”

“Can I bite her?” Clover asked Leven, upset that she was bad-mouthing Antsel, his last burn.

Leven shook his head.

“We’ve been walking all day,” Winter complained. “We’ve gone down every street and block in this city. We haven’t eaten and we’re broke.”

“Well, it’s not my fault that you can’t manage your money,” Clover countered.

“You threw away my purse,” Winter huffed.

“I thought it was an enemy.”

Leven listened to them arguing. The night was dark, and the stars in the sky were not strong enough to shine through the orange glow of the street lamps. Leven squinted and could see the neon lights of a diner down the way. His head cleared, his brown eyes burned gold, and in an instant he could see the future. His gift was working, and as usual he had little control of it. He saw Winter and himself sitting at the counter of that diner with nothing in front of them on the counter. He saw an old man beside him and an old woman walking out. He thought for a second. Lights shot across his view and Leven could feel his thoughts physically touching the woman’s mind. He suggested she hand the nice-looking children some money. Leven finished manipulating the future and shook his head, returning to the present.

“I thought I saw it breathe,” Clover argued, his voice bringing Leven even farther out of his thoughts.

“Purses don’t breathe.” Winter sighed.

“Maybe not here,” Clover said.

Leven stared at the diner down the street.

“Are you okay?” Winter asked him.

“I’m fine,” Leven replied. “Let’s go get something to eat.”

“But—” Winter said.

“It’s okay,” Leven smiled. “I’ve worked something out.”

Clover stuck his tongue out at Winter one last time and flipped his hood up.

“It freaks me out when he vanishes,” Winter complained. “He’s probably sitting on top of my head making faces.”

“Let’s eat,” Leven repeated, feeling an urgency to move toward the diner. “And besides, he’s my sycophant, so he’s most likely on my head making faces.”

“So, did you see someone feeding us?” Winter asked as they walked, sounding as if they were animals in a zoo.

“Not exactly.”

“Not exactly? What does that mean?”

“It means I helped fate a little bit.”

Winter looked skeptical. “That’s a nice trick. When it works.”

Leven nodded. “Well, if they forget to give us ice in our drinks, you can work a little of your own magic.”

They entered the diner and sat at the counter where Leven had pictured them sitting. They were studying the menu when an old woman stopped on her way out of the diner and handed Winter a twenty-dollar bill. The woman had a puzzled look on her face but said the meal was on her.

“I’m glad you’re on the good side,” Winter said, commenting on Leven’s ability to manipulate fate, and now looking at the menu with renewed interest. “I think I would have made her give me more than twenty dollars.” Winter reached to pat Leven on the shoulder but stopped herself. Leven noticed her pull back.

“So, what exactly happens if you touch me?” Leven asked. “Do I explode or something?”

“I don’t know,” Winter said, blushing just a bit. “But I’m pretty sure it’s not good.”

“How can you know that?” Leven asked. “Maybe that’s what’s holding us back.” Leven reached over as if to touch Winter on the arm.

She drew back. “Don’t!” she warned, loud enough that the man sitting next to them looked over.

Leven pulled his hand back, and Winter smiled to show that it was all in fun.

“The thing is, I don’t think it’s a joke,” she whispered. “Something bad will happen.”

Leven shrugged, too hungry to care at that moment. He turned from her to concentrate on the menu. He tried to focus, but his thoughts kept circling around the room and back to the old man sitting next to him. Once again his gift was acting up. There was nothing unusual about the old man. He probably had children and grandkids who loved him, but that didn’t exactly do anything for Leven.

Leven’s eyes burned gold.

The old man took a bite of sandwich.

Leven’s thoughts raced and pulsated. He could see the whole diner. He could see the area outside the diner. Lights flashed and buzzed in his mind. He could see Winter, and once again his thoughts raced and settled in on the old man sitting right next to him.

“Can I take your order?” the waitress asked Leven for the third time.

“Lev,” Winter prompted. “She wants to know what you want.”

Leven shook off the feeling he was having and focused on the menu. “I’ll have the open-faced roast turkey sandwich in butter gravy. And a large glass of milk.”

“All right,” the waitress said, walking off.

“What were you doing?” Winter questioned. “She asked you three times what you wanted.”

Leven would have answered her, but his mind was wandering again. In his thoughts the old man was getting up. He saw him throw some money down and flick a toothpick from his mouth onto the floor.

Leven came out of his thoughts and looked at the old man sitting there. He watched him finish his sandwich and begin to pick his teeth.

“Excuse me,” the old man said to Leven. “Could you please pass me another napkin?”

Leven reached for the napkin dispenser and tried to pull one out, but the napkins were packed so tightly it was a struggle to remove even one. He pushed on the dispenser and the silver napkin holder jiggled. Light reflected off of it as it moved and as the glint disappeared Leven thought he saw something in the flash. It was a face, black and hollow. He quickly pulled his hand from the dispenser and glanced to see if anyone was behind him. A thick wisp of black slipped silently out through one of the windows of the diner. Leven would have spent a few moments being frightened, but the old man interrupted him.

“Could I have a napkin?” the man asked again, nicely but still needing a napkin.

“Sure,” Leven fumbled. “I’m sorry, I thought I . . . Do I know you by any chance?” Leven asked politely, confused by what he had just seen reflected in the napkin holder. He handed the man a napkin.

“Not that I know of,” the old man smiled.

The waitress served Leven’s and Winter’s drinks and gave them place settings as the old man stood up. He put down some money, flicked the toothpick he had been using onto the floor, smiled and nodded at Leven and Winter, and left the diner.

“What was that about?” Winter whispered.

“I kept seeing him in my thoughts,” Leven said, confused.

“He was sitting right next to you,” Winter laughed. “Now you need visions just to know who’s sitting by you?”

Leven shook his head. “It wasn’t the future,” he added. “It was something about the scene.” Leven picked up his glass of milk and drank it down in three gulps.

There had been something about that man.
  

Chapter Fourteen

I Can See Clearly Now My Head Is Gnawed
 

Leven was halfway right, there had been something about that man, but it wasn’t the man himself: it was the small sliver of wood he had used to pick his teeth and then discarded on the floor.

Fate had taken Geth from being a giant tree that stood proudly in the Oklahoma soil to a toothpick that had been loaded into a tiny, clear, plastic toothpick holder on the counter of Tina’s Diner. Geth, of course, couldn’t see anything; his world had been dark ever since Terry had taken an ax to him. Fate had left him little to work with, only his heart.

He was okay with that. After all, he was alive. He could feel pieces of himself missing, pieces that the machine had shaved off and distributed to other toothpicks—toothpicks too dead to know what they had.

At the moment Geth was crowded into a pile of hundreds of other toothpicks who were as dead as wood could be. He shook internally and his toothpick body vibrated. The vibration caused the toothpicks around him to move slightly. He vibrated some more and made a little more room for himself. He then began to work his way downward toward where Geth hoped the opening of the toothpick dispenser would be. He felt no real urgency in getting picked next, but he knew of no other way to get out and find Leven.

As he vibrated his way down, a strong wave of understanding rippled through his thin body. Geth could tell that Leven was nearby. He couldn’t see Leven, but he sensed his presence. He wiggled more frantically through the other toothpicks, rolling himself down toward the little plastic roller with the notch in it. He could feel the weight of the other toothpicks as he settled deeper into the pile, each shift making it harder for him to move.

He rolled again and felt the base of the container against his backside. The notch was filled with another toothpick. He wiggled his end and was able to wedge himself between the other toothpick and into the notch. He had no breath to catch or nerves to calm, but he was jittery. No sooner had he claimed the notch than the small plastic barrel rolled, and Geth popped out of the dispenser and into the fingers of someone. Geth thought for a moment it might be Leven, but he could tell almost instantly the old hands holding him did not belong to Leven Thumps.

Geth felt something pinch him on one end as his other end was jammed between two hard surfaces. He could feel moisture and a tongue.

The old man rolled the toothpick to the side of his mouth and let it rest with just the tip sticking out. Never had Geth felt more useless. It was one thing for a lithen to travel by fate while he was strong and mobile, but it was a whole other thing to trust in fate when he was the size of a sliver and had no real way of doing anything.

The old man rolled the toothpick with his tongue. He pinched the end again and pulled Geth out. He bit down on the top of Geth and turned him just a bit.

Geth’s mind exploded, and pain jolted his tiny frame. He felt his mind waver and then as if he were having a vision, light began to seep in. The old man bit again and again—more pain, and even greater light.

Geth saw colors, deep rich colors, and bright lights. He could see the old man’s tongue and teeth and bits of food. He was rolled over and stored in the side of the mouth again. The tip sticking out this time was the end where the teeth had perforated him, leaving a hole, and the light was almost blinding.

Geth could see! He saw the diner and the counter and the back of what looked to be a young boy’s head. But from the angle he was on, Geth couldn’t make out if it was Leven or not.

Roll me, Geth thought as loud as he could. Roll me.

The old man rolled the toothpick in his mouth and there, much to the great joy of Geth, was Leven. Sitting next to Leven was a messy-haired girl who had her face down over her plate, eating.

The old man leaned over and asked Leven something. Leven responded, looking confused and concerned. The old man took some napkins from Leven. He blew his nose, which created some terrible turbulence for Geth and was incredibly uncomfortable. Then he stood, tossed some money on the counter, and flicked Geth out of his mouth.

Geth tried to fall in such a way as to land on Leven, but he couldn’t make it happen. He tumbled and fell, light flashing and swirling as he dropped. He hit the floor, bounced, and partially rolled into a crevice between the floor and the metal base of the counter. His eye was wedged into the crack and he couldn’t see anything. He tried to roll himself so he could peer up and out toward Leven, but he couldn’t budge. He couldn’t hear and he couldn’t see.

ii

Leven had never tasted anything better. The open-faced turkey sandwich had been hot and smothered with rich gravy. It had been so delicious he began to think about manipulating fate so as to get himself another one. He thought about the old man who had been sitting by him earlier. As Leven savored the deep-fried, honey battered onion rings dipped in ketchup, he wondered what the connection might be between the old man and Geth. He grabbed a napkin for himself and thought about the hollow, shadowy face he had seen earlier in the polished surface of the napkin holder. He closed his eyes and remembered the black vapors that had tried to invade his sleeping porch on the night he had first met Clover.

His mind cleared and his eyes burned gold. He could see the diner from outside. He could see the door open and the counter he was sitting at. He could see beneath the counter and the stool he was sitting on.

Leven leaned over and looked down at the floor. Nothing. He used his toe to kick at a toothpick that lay up against the base of the counter and noticed a dime by Winter’s feet. He leaned down and picked up the coin.

“Can you make wishes on dimes?” he asked Winter. “Or is that just on pennies?”

Winter hadn’t said much because she too had been reveling in the meal they had been lucky enough to procure. She had ordered a roast beef sandwich with creamy horseradish sauce and thick homemade French fries. She had also ordered a big slice of chocolate cake and a foamy root beer that came in a mug shaped like a cowboy boot.

“We couldn’t have wished for better food,” Winter said, as she came to the end of her meal.

“Unbelievably good,” Leven said, smacking his lips. “What now?”

“You’re the decision maker,” Winter pointed out.

They both finished eating. Leven gave the waitress the twenty dollar bill, and she gave him one dollar and seven cents back.

iii

The pain came out of nowhere. One moment Geth was lying there wedged in the crevice, then the force of Leven’s kick ripped him out of the space he was in and slammed him up against the metal footing that anchored the counter to the floor. On the end of the footing was a sharp piece of metal edging. The metal tore into Geth, splintering one side of his body and causing him excruciating pain. Geth lay there wishing for death and realizing he had no chance of getting to Leven now. He tried to roll over to better see where he was and realized he was more mobile than before. He glanced down at his left side where the hurt was so strong, and saw what had happened. The strength of Leven’s kick had shaved Geth an arm—a sliver he could bend and move like a real appendage. He pushed away from the footing and rolled back under Leven’s stool. He could see Leven’s feet and felt his soul soar at the possibility of finally connecting. He pushed off the base and put his newly formed arm to his side so as to roll more efficiently.

He stopped just under Leven’s feet.

Leven’s right shoelace was hanging low enough that it was almost touching the ground. Geth pushed himself up to it and lay on his backside to try and reach the dangling lace with his new arm.

He could almost touch it.

Leven shifted, and the lace dropped down even farther, touching Geth’s body. But before he could catch hold of it, Leven stood up, whipping the lace away, and walked off.

Geth wanted to scream, but that’s hard to do when you have no mouth. He wanted to run after Leven, but that too was impossible. He felt like crying, but as any self-respecting being knows, there is no dignity in a crying toothpick.

Geth watched Leven and the girl go through the diner doors and out into the dark and windy night.
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Leven stopped just outside the diner and bent down to tie his shoelace, his dark hair blowing all over in the strong wind. Of course, it was nothing compared to what the wind was doing to Winter’s hair.

“So what was up with that old man?” Winter asked, trying to hold her hair down.

“I have no idea,” Leven answered. “I just kept seeing a close up of him. I thought for a second he might be Geth.”

Winter frowned. “I’m beginning to think we made a mistake. It’s pretty hard to feel like you’re making progress when you don’t know where you’re going.”

Clover appeared, clinging to the front of Leven’s shirt. “So where’s my food, you guys?”

“I thought you said you’d take care of yourself,” Leven said nicely, feeling sorry he hadn’t even thought of saving some for Clover.

“Sure, I grazed off the plates of everyone else in there, but it still would have been a nice gesture for you to save me some of yours.”

“We need to find a place to sleep,” Leven pointed out, ignoring Clover.

“There’s always the bridge again,” Winter sighed.

“This is beginning to feel hopeless,” Leven admitted.

Clover vanished, and Leven and Winter turned toward the river.
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Geth knew what he needed to do. He was useless in the state he was currently in. Fate had given him vision, and fate had caused Leven to kick him in such a way as to create an arm. Geth knew now that in order for him to get anywhere he needed to make a few more changes to himself. Without some work, he would be dead. He lay on the floor wondering what the best way to do that would be.

He closed his eye and thought.

After a few moments he rolled to his left side and pushed off into the walkway of the restaurant, where the heavy foot traffic was. Waitresses and waiters and customers were walking back and forth, going about their business with no concern for the small sliver of wood underfoot.

It was now up to fate again.

A teenager with green hair and heavy shoes was the first to unknowingly kick Geth. He skidded across the floor and came to rest next to a booth a heavy woman was currently trying to work herself out of. The woman’s high heel on her left shoe came down on the bottom end of Geth. His vision went momentarily black, as pain stronger and more massive than he had ever felt ripped through his body. He could see stars, and stars circling around those stars, and moons and lightning. He was half glad he didn’t have a mouth for fear that his scream would have garnered a lot of attention. The woman moved off, leaving Geth there on the floor, writhing in pain. He looked down at his crumpled end and winced. He would have taken some time to feel sorry for himself, but the waitress who had been serving the large woman stepped up to the booth to see how much of a tip she had earned.

There was no tip.

The waitress stamped her foot in anger. “Well, thanks a lot,” she muttered, hoping the stingy customer might look back and see her making a nasty face.

Geth might have been slightly interested in the entire exchange, if the waitress’s stomp had not come down on the upper part of his thin body. He was now one tiny bruise. He rolled beneath the bench so he could recover a bit before going on.

“Ohhhh,” he moaned.

Geth instantly stopped moaning. Noise had come out of him. “Amazing,” he whispered. He couldn’t hear what he was saying for lack of ears, but he could feel the sound within his head.

He lifted his left arm to the small hole beneath his eye that the stomping waitress had caused. He had a mouth. He looked to the bottom half of himself where the pain was still strong. The high heel had split his lower half perfectly. He moved his newly formed legs. Geth breathed hard.

He pulled himself up, and stood, took two steps, and smiled. Fate had worked him over pretty well. Geth wasn’t done yet, however. He spotted the sharp point of a screw sticking out from the base of the bench.

“I can’t stop now,” he said to himself.

Geth took a deep breath, closed his eye, and smacked the side of his head into the tip of the screw. The pain was horrific, but nowhere near as bad as the high heel had been. Geth wobbled and felt lightheaded as noise rushed into him.

He could hear.

He whacked the other side of his head on the screw to make another ear and then worked on boring out a hole to smell with. It wasn’t actually fun, but the results were miraculous. He could hear, he could smell, and he could walk. Geth tried to jab a hole for a second eye, but he could bang his head only hard enough to make a shallow dent—not a deep enough hole to see out of. Knowing what he had to do, he walked to the far underside of the bench, turned, and ran full speed toward the screw tip.

Now you might not think what Geth was doing too heroic or amazing. But if you had been under that bench and had watched that toothpick run valiantly across the floor and hurl himself face-first into the end of a sharp screw, you would have been quite impressed . . . or fairly mortified.

Geth was screaming in pain, but he now had two eyes, one a little lower than the other on his skinny toothpick face.

A family who had slipped into the booth above him heard the tiny screaming and assumed it was a mouse. The mother jumped up on top of the bench, and the father got the manager, who insisted they must be mistaken. The diner was rodent-free and would they like to keep their voices down and enjoy a complimentary piece of pie for their troubles? The family accepted the offer, but moved to a different booth.

Geth caught his breath and looked around. He could now see well. Even with one eye located slightly lower than the other, he had a full range of sight. He opened and closed his mouth and smiled. He bent his legs and jumped. He flexed his arm. He had only one and it was a bit stiff, but he would now be able to fend for himself. He stuck his head out from under the bench to see if the coast was clear. It had not been long since Leven left, and with any luck Geth could get out of the diner and catch up to him.

The door of the diner was closed, and Geth could see no opening around it. He watched a couple of people come in and he figured it was now or never. He bolted out from under the bench and sprang across the floor as the doors were swinging to a close. He sprinted harder and jumped just as the doors were shutting.

He didn’t make it. The doors came together, closing tight with him wedged between them. All the pain and agony he had endured from being stepped on and split apart and poked and gouged were nothing compared to what he now felt. He tried to scream, but he couldn’t open his mouth. Trapped as he was, he couldn’t move his arm or legs or see anything. He was just a squashed toothpick caught about an inch off the ground between two gigantic, heavy metal doors.

It was a full six minutes before someone walked out of the diner and Geth was able to drop to the ground and roll out to freedom. He was in such agony he could barely move, but he knew if he stayed in the pathway he would only get beaten up further. He crawled into the grass just to the side of the door and flopped over onto his back. He looked up at the sky and wondered what in the world he was doing.

He began to laugh.

Geth was not a toothpick. Geth was the last heir of the great realm of Foo. He was a king and a leader. He was crucial to the well being and survival of all mankind. Yet here he was: a beaten up toothpick, tossed to the side of a diner, in the middle of nowhere.

He thought of those back in Foo and how they would react if they could see him now. He thought of his enemies and the joy they would have knowing the state he was in. He thought of Sabine and the satisfaction Geth’s plight would give that dark figure. His body hurt. Being trapped by the door had crushed every bit of him, but it had also given him total mobility. Fate was too good to him.

Geth closed his eyes and fell asleep in the grass.
  

Chapter Fifteen

Run Faster
 

Leven and Winter walked toward the tree-lined river. In the darkness they made their way carefully through the woods and came to a dry rocky patch of bank. The still night air was cold and clammy.

“That old man has something to do with us,” Leven insisted, still puzzled over the feelings he had experienced at the diner.

“How are we supposed to know who we are even looking for?” Winter asked in frustration.

Clover had been riding in the hood of Leven’s sweatshirt. He showed himself and smiled at Winter. “You’ll know.” His nose wiggled.

“Why do we need him?” Winter questioned, gesturing toward Clover.

“He knows the way,” Leven said.

“This is ridiculous,” Winter moaned. “We’ve wasted—”

A rustling in the woods shut Winter up. Leven put his finger to his lips. A sudden wind blew and again there was the noise of something moving amongst the trees.

Clover disappeared.

“Hello?” Leven asked the wind.

A low moaning commenced.

“Something doesn’t feel right,” Winter whispered.

No sooner had she said the words than the trees around them began to bend inward over them. Dark vapors soared through the trees and swept low over their heads, whispering.

“You see us, you see us,” the shadows whispered.

“Run!” Leven yelled.

It was a silly thing for him to say. Winter was already sprinting off through the woods with Leven frantically dashing after her. Branches scratched and whipped at them as they fled, while the dark shadows swarmed around them, encircling their heads and penetrating their noses and mouths.

Screaming in terror, Winter came to a sudden stop, with Leven right behind her. He looked to see what had stopped her and gasped.

The dark shadows were gathered in front of them in a tall, hissing spiral. Beneath the swirling mass, the ground suddenly erupted, heaving up a gigantic mound of rocks, dirt, and twisted foliage. Rising out of the fractured earth, a huge shape emerged. Shaking dirt and tree branches off its massive head and shoulders, it grew as big as a building—with a thick, wide body, like that of a bullfrog. It stood on four sturdy legs with thick scales covering its belly and its white eyes burning over a cavernous, wet mouth. A layer of rocks and dirt covered its back.

The beast breathed, showering mud and rocks on Winter and Leven. The blast stung Leven’s bare arms, and a gob of smelly mud filled his right eye.
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The beast bellowed, snorted, and moved toward Leven and Winter. The shadows laughed hideously, hissing and screaming.

Winter and Leven backed away from the beast, eyes wide, their hearts in their mouths, and their minds spinning. Leven was quaking with fear almost strong enough to cause him to simply give up and be swallowed just to be done with it.

The beast bellowed again, giving Leven the courage to move.

“Get into the trees!” he yelled.

Winter and Leven ran back into the trees. The beast lumbered after them but was stopped by the heavy growth. It screamed and again spewed mud all over. Leven and Winter ran even faster as mud clods showered around them. The shadows were nowhere to be seen.

“Stop!” Winter yelled as they came into a clearing.

Leven was happy to oblige. His lungs were burning and his legs about to give out. He bent over with his hands on his knees, sucking in air.

“It can’t run any farther,” Winter gasped. “I think the trees stopped it.”

Leven lifted his head and squinted into the darkness. He couldn’t see a thing. “What was that?” he wheezed.

“Like I know?” Winter said. “It—” An ominous rumbling noise caused her to stop talking. “Oh, no,” she whispered.

The noise was coming from the direction of the beast, and it was quickly getting louder.

Leven squinted into the darkness. A huge mound of earth was rolling toward them. The trees and foliage above it lifted and lowered as it came closer. As the burrow exited the woods, the ground broke open, and the beast they thought the trees had stopped erupted out of the earth once again. It looked much bigger and more angry than it had before.

Leven’s mind spun as he tried to think of something to do. “Freeze it!” he yelled, remembering Winter’s gift. “Freeze it!”

Winter trembled and closed her eyes. Ice began to build over the beast’s ankles and on its scaly belly. He pitched and swung his massive head wildly, spewing clods of mud from its mouth in every direction. Ice quickly encased him, sealing his angry mouth and silencing his hideous roars.

Leven looked at Winter in awe. “Unbelievable,” he breathed.

Winter was about to accept the compliment when a loud sizzling noise began to come from the huge block of ice. The beast beneath the icy cage groaned and shook violently. The ice covering him exploded with an ear-splitting crack, hurling huge chunks and shards of ice everywhere. Leven barely had time to cover his face before he was struck in the side by a heavy piece of ice that knocked the breath out of him. While trying desperately to breathe, he could see Winter lying unconscious on the ground.

The monster was now ice-free, and angrier than ever. Leven closed his eyes and tried to see the future. But he was no better at managing his gift now than before. He couldn’t see anything but fear.

Hoping to manipulate fate into destroying the beast for him, he willed the beast to be gone. Nothing. The beast lumbered closer. Leven’s mind cleared and he could see a possible solution. The solution involved him picking up Winter. He looked at her as she lay there and remembered her voice warning him not to touch her. He shook the warning off and bent over to pick her up.

The instant Leven touched Winter, there was an explosion that stunned him and made his ears pop. The world began to spin. The air around him appeared to melt and drip downward, and the landscape became smeared, as though a giant hand were being dragged across a still-wet portrait. Shooting stars traced crazy patterns in the sky, and big dots of burning light rose and fell on the horizon.

Then, like a spinning coin settling, things began to revolve more slowly and finally ceased moving entirely.

The beast roared again. Leven had no time to contemplate what had happened. He slid his arms under Winter and strained to lift her. Straightening, he looked into the white eyes of the approaching beast and shifted Winter in his hold. He turned and ran as fast as he could, through the trees and out onto the open prairie, praying his plan would work.

The monster stomped madly, hesitated for a moment, then plunged into the earth and began burrowing after them. Carrying Winter in his arms and trying to run was exhausting. Her weight was breaking Leven’s back. His shoulders ached and the muscles in his arms were burning. Leven shifted Winter and pushed forward faster.

Winter began to stir. Still dazed, she looked up at Leven as he ran.

“What are you doing?” she moaned.

“Saving you!” Leven’s heart and legs ached as his mind tried to calculate how much farther he needed to go.

Oklahoma is a relatively flat state. No Alps, no Rockies. If you rolled a ball in most places of the state it would stop eventually, due to there being no slope. There was, however, a cliff just to the east of Burnt Culvert. It was a sheer drop-off that towered over the vast prairie far below. It was a site where long ago, Native Americans used to drive huge herds of buffalo over its edge. The buffalo wouldn’t see the drop until it was too late, plummeting by the hundreds to their deaths below.

It was toward that cliff that Leven was now running, his arms and shoulders screaming with pain from carrying Winter and his legs going numb. He pushed on across the prairie, listening to the rumble of the burrowing beast behind him. Leven peered into the darkness. He couldn’t see, he was exhausted, and he was leading a giant dirt clod to a cliff that would more than likely kill him and Winter before it killed the beast.

The earth directly below him began to rise, and Leven struggled to keep his balance on the hurtling mound that had caught up to them. It was as if he were surfing a gigantic, speeding dirt wave. He teetered, trying to stay on top of the burrowing monster as it rushed forward. Leven peered ahead and prayed that his memory and calculations were correct.

“Get ready to fall!” he hollered to Winter as he held her, the rumbling of the earth so loud he had to yell.

“What?” Winter screamed.

Leven didn’t have time to answer. He shifted Winter in his arms, closed his eyes, and leaped sideways off the mound of speeding earth. He hit the ground hard and lost his hold on Winter, who flew out of his arms and rolled away.

The giant burrowing creature was caught by surprise. Before it could adjust for Leven’s departure and change its course or slow down, it hurtled through the wall of the cliff and out into space, hundreds of feet above the prairie floor below.

Leven and Winter crawled as fast as they could to the edge of the cliff and looked over. The beast traveled beautifully through the air, arching past the quarter moon and dropping to burst violently on the hard ground far below. Even with Leven’s poor eyesight he could see the tremendous explosion of dirt and debris of monster.

Leven rolled over onto his back and tried to catch his breath. Winter sat up and began to assess how many injuries she had.

“Do you think that killed him?” she asked, pulling dirt and twigs from her hair.

“Let’s not stick around to find out,” Leven said, getting to his feet.

Clover materialized and Leven shook his head in amazement.

“Where were you?” Leven asked.

Clover ignored the question. “That was impressive,” he glowed. “Only an offing could have pulled that off.”

“Yeah, well, thanks for the help,” Winter complained. “The first sign of trouble and you disappear.”

“I couldn’t help it,” Clover explained. “If the shadows had seen me, we would have been in an even bigger mess.”

“Do you know what that was all about?” Leven brushed off his knees and his backside.

“Ah,” Clover waved. “It was just an avaland, and a huge one, I might add. I’m sure Sabine’s shadows set it free.”

“Sabine’s shadows?” Leven asked. “Is that what I keep seeing? Who’s Sabine?”

“I can’t say,” Clover insisted.

“Of course not,” Leven complained.

“Let’s just get out of here,” Winter sighed, looking toward the black sky. “I don’t like this prairie, it—” Winter stopped mid-sentence. For a moment Leven thought she had seen something else alarming, but she just stared at him.

“You touched me,” Winter whispered, her eyes big with the realization.

“I had no choice,” Leven apologized. “You would have been eaten, or buried, or muddied.”

“Muddied?” Winter smiled slightly.

“I don’t know what dirt monsters do,” Leven said, flustered, the white streak in his hair bright under the partial moon. “I had to pick you up. Besides, nothing really happened. The air just—”

“Listen to him,” Clover said admiringly. “Nothing happened. You shot an avaland out of a cliff,” Clover bragged. “Don’t sell yourself short. That was very im—”

“I was talking about touching Winter,” Leven clarified.

“Oh,” Clover said.

“I hope we’re not in too much trouble.” Winter said, looking worried.

“I guess we’ll find out either way,” Leven added.

Clover disappeared, and the two of them made their way past the trees down to the river and over to the bridge. They were only just beginning to understand the magnitude and danger of what was ahead. It had been quite a night.
  

Chapter Sixteen

Picked Out of a Crowd
 

The shadows were not stupid. They were the castoffs of Sabine and his darkness, but they were not without wit and cunning. At the moment they were angry and desperate. They had been looking for Leven for some time and still nothing. Their problem was they were looking for a grown man with a crown and a scepter, not an obscure kid with bad eyesight and a white streak in his hair.

Okay, they were a little stupid.

Sabine had not been sleeping well. He could feel the pace of things ratcheting up. He could sense his shadows were close to capturing the prize, but he could not get a clear picture of what that prize was. He had exhaled and bidden his shadows to stop holding back. He had willed them to feel the air, the dirt, and the wind in an effort to discover who they were after.

They had assembled and descended in full force to do their master’s bidding.

They had identified a few “persons of interest” whom they felt compelled to investigate—an old man in Germany who had an odd aura, a prince in Saudi Arabia with a look about him, a Canadian with a dark visage who appeared to draw the shadows in, a retired couple in Florida that might have magical powers, a woman in Mexico who was hiding something, and a young boy in Oklahoma who could see shadows. Each of these individuals had aroused Sabine’s suspicions.

In his evil quest, Sabine instructed his shadows to fall upon each of these persons and observe his or her reaction. The shadows had conjured up avalands and telts as an ordeal for each. Confronted by these apparitions, the German cried, the Arabian cowered, the Canadian fainted, the Florida couple locked themselves in their double-wide and trembled, and the woman in Mexico tried to put a curse on them. Only the young boy in Oklahoma had thought his way through and escaped his ordeal.

Sabine dismissed them all except the boy. It is not easy to escape an avaland. He doubted Leven was the one only because he was so young, but upon further thought Sabine decided the boy’s age might be the perfect deception. He sent his shadows once more. They spiraled out of Foo, locating the boy as he slept and invading his mind. Sabine could instantly tell that this was the heir of the Gatemaker. Someone or something from Foo had touched this child. That touch had left a mark on the dreams of Leven, which were different from the dreams of any other human. He clearly had a connection to Foo, and he had been touched by a nit.

Sabine roared. The only possible way for Leven to have been touched by a nit was for one to have made it out of Foo through the gateway.

Sabine raged and breathed every last shadow down upon the boy as he slept, penetrating Leven’s dreams. They screeched and whispered and hissed, filling Leven’s head with a cavalcade of dark images calculated to convince Leven that he was worthless, without merit, and insane to take even one more step on the journey he had begun.

“Go home, go home,” the shadows whispered. “Impossible. Impossible,” they hissed.

Sabine’s dark shadows were more powerful and dangerous than a whole herd of avalands could ever be. All night long Sabine’s demons tormented Leven, filling his brain with frightening images and feelings of inferiority and hopelessness. They ceased afflicting him only when the first hint of light surfaced in the morning and Sabine inhaled, summoning his shadows out of the recesses of Leven’s now-darkened brain and back to Foo.
  

Chapter Seventeen

Dirty Rotten
 

Winter awoke to the sound of Leven tossing and moaning. She had slept under the opposite side of the bridge, where there was more room. Now he was awake. She could see him crawling out from under the bridge and looking around. His hair was a mess and he had a lost and vacant look in his brown eyes—as if someone had stolen his personality as he slept. He had scratches on his arms and face and a big bruise on his left cheek. She looked at herself and observed the nicks and cuts she had suffered in their flight through the trees and in her fall from the beast.

She sat up. “Where are you going?” she hollered to Leven.

Leven squinted, looking over at her. “I’m going back.” He pushed his dark bangs away from his face.

“Back where?” Winter asked, crawling out from under the bridge and assuming he was referring to the diner and the intriguing old man they had met there.

“To my house,” Leven said dully.

“To get something?”

“No, I’m done, Winter.” He looked ashamed. “This is not how it should be,” Leven said. “We have been wandering the streets with nothing to show for it. This isn’t right.”

“What about last night?”

“What about last night?” Leven questioned. “Oh, yeah, we almost died,” he added sarcastically. “So you can freeze things and I can see stuff. How do we know that everyone else can’t do those things?” Leven rubbed his forehead and winced as he touched one of his bruises. “I’d trade my gift for the possibility of not ever getting beat up by dirt again.” He shook his head. “We’re fooling ourselves.”

“It’s different and you know it,” Winter said sadly. “I can feel it, Lev. I found you. You’re supposed to do this.”

“Do what?” he asked. “I can’t do anything. I’m nothing but an orphan who has no family and no friends. I live on a porch because those who know me can’t stand to have me in the house. I got a C in math, a B in English, and a C-plus in science. I am average, unwanted, and of no use to anyone. Now I’m supposed to believe a furry ball . . . ”

Clover materialized sheepishly on Leven’s shoulder.

“ . . . when he tells me I can save the world? Come on, Winter, this is crazy.” Leven looked distressed, as if the words he was saying were painful to expel. The shadows had convinced him well. “I wish I were dreaming so I could just wake up and have it all over with. I can’t make this better.”

“Well, if you leave now you don’t have to worry about ever dreaming again,” Clover said, brushing his forearms.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Leven said, trying not to look directly at Clover.

“If Foo falls, it’s over for all of us.”

“Foo?” Leven said, shaking his head. “I don’t believe in Foo. I don’t believe in you,” he said, pointing toward Clover, “and I don’t believe in you,” he said, looking at Winter. “I’m sorry,” Leven added, “I guess I don’t believe in me.”

“Lev . . .” Winter tried.

He waved her off. “There is no way the world could be dependent upon me. And if by some chance it is true, then we’re all in big trouble.” Leven turned and began to walk off. He stopped, lifted Clover from his shoulder, and set him on the ground. “Stay here.”

“I can’t,” Clover said sadly.

“Don’t you have to do what I say?” Leven asked.

“In theory,” Clover shrugged.

“Then I order you or command you or whatever the strongest instruction I can give you is, to stay away from me. Stay with Winter, understand?” Leven said sadly.

Clover looked hurt and confused.

Leven was gone.
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Geth could not believe how bright the sun was. He opened his eyes to find it almost directly overhead, burning like a celestial bonfire. He rubbed his eyes with his left arm and sat up. He could hear birds singing and see people walking in and out of the diner he had escaped from the night before. He shifted in the grass and stood. His entire tiny body ached. His final slam in the door last night had been fate’s most brilliant move. After that impact he was now flexible and much more mobile then he could have ever imagined. He could bend at the waist and even twist his top half to look around.

He gazed at his single arm and wished for fingers. They didn’t appear instantly, but he felt confident that before too long, fate would hook him up with digits of his own. He also put in a silent plea for another arm.

Geth moved away from the grass and over to the gutter. An old man hosing down the sidewalk was creating a nice-sized stream of water, and a small piece of paper came floating by. It seemed too fateful for Geth to ignore. He did his part and jumped off the curb and down onto the paper raft.

He sloshed back and forth as the little scrap of paper danced over small ripples and twisted around a corner. A child crossing the street stepped into the gutter, creating a splash that showered the raft and flooded Geth’s eyes. He wiped away the water and could see a culvert into which the water was flowing at the end of the street.

Geth lay back on the paper and enjoyed the ride as his little craft swirled through the culvert and bobbed along toward the river. Eventually he got caught up in a tangle of leaves and trash. Geth abandoned his raft and dove into the current, letting it carry him farther. Using his single arm to guide him and kicking his legs, his light little body was swept along in the cool water.

He imagined he looked quite impressive.

The culvert eventually emptied out onto a large cement spillway. Geth skimmed along the bottom as the shallow stream of water thinned to a trickle. Twenty more feet and Geth could feel the cement rubbing against his belly. Five feet later the stream of water was so diminished that Geth no longer floated, he dragged. He pulled himself out of the trickle of water and looked into the sun. He shook his legs and wiped off the tip of his head.

“What now?” he asked himself. He was standing in the bottom of a huge cement cistern with sides too high for him to climb and the sun beating down. A few dark clouds in the distance drifted closer.

Geth followed the miniscule string of water as it dribbled down toward the end of the waterway.

“I could use a little help,” Geth said aloud and to nobody in particular. “I mean, I’m all for doing my part, but being a toothpick is not exactly the greatest confidence builder.”

He reached a metal grate where the trickle of water fell into a deep, dark hole. A big pile of trash had gathered at the opening. Geth climbed to the top of the heap and looked down. After a few seconds of thought he stepped through the grate and blindly jumped into the darkness, anxious to see where fate would take him. He squeezed his legs together, tucked in his arm, and held himself rigid to look more like a traditional toothpick. Down he dropped into the musky, dank-smelling darkness, landing legs first and impaling himself almost body deep in the soft mud at the bottom of the hole. Due to the pressure of the foul smelling muck, he couldn’t move his arm or even wiggle his legs. He couldn’t speak, and he could see only a little bit from his slightly higher right eye.

Geth was stuck.

iii

Winter walked slowly down the road. She had no money, no direction, and no idea what she was going to do. She knew perfectly well that Clover was sitting on her head or clinging to her back or holding onto her leg, so she didn’t feel completely alone, but she did feel completely helpless. To make matters worse, the once-blue sky was quickly filling with clouds.

“What do we do?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Clover answered, the direction of his voice making it obvious that he was holding onto her leg. 

“You’re supposed to be helping,” Winter said.

“I’m only supposed to make sure Lev makes it safely to Foo.”

“Well?” Winter said.

“Well, this is just a minor setback,” Clover insisted.

“Minor setback? This is a disaster. How can you return Lev to Foo if you don’t even have him?” Winter’s green eyes burned.

“It’s not all my fault,” Clover said, still invisible but climbing higher up Winter. “You were assigned to him as well.”

“What?”

“You were . . . oh nothing,” Clover said quickly.

“Show yourself, Clover.”

“No.”

“Clover Ernest, you show yourself this instant,” she demanded.

“No.”

“Listen, Clover, I am in no mood to goof around,” Winter insisted. She stopped and began turning as if to spot him. “I have come all this way and have had nothing but trouble. Now you’re saying I’m ‘assigned’?”

“I talk too much,” Clover admitted. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“If we’re going to get Lev back I have got to know what’s going on.” Winter stopped, turning in an attempt to see Clover. She was a bit dizzy.

Clover materialized on her right shoulder. “I guess it won’t hurt to tell you a few things.”

“Good. To start with, who am I?”

“I’m not totally sure,” Clover admitted. “All I know is that Antsel said there would be another to help lead Lev back to Foo.”

“And that’s me?”

“I think so.” Clover scratched his head. “It’s obvious from that ice trick you can do that you are a nit. It seems sensible that they would send a nit to help Lev back.”

“And why’s that?” Winter questioned.

“Nits are extremely loyal,” Clover explained. “They stay true to their purpose no matter what.”

Winter was silent as she thought. Dark clouds continued to pile up in the sky.

“That’s a compliment,” Clover pointed out. “Of course Sabine’s a nit, and, well, he didn’t exactly stay loyal.”

“So there are others like me?” Winter asked.

“Of course,” Clover said. “Thousands.”

“Thousands,” Winter whispered.

“Nits are those humans who are born on earth and stumble into Foo by accident,” Clover explained. “As they adapt to Foo they take on a certain and unpredictable trait. You must have liked ice. It’s a popular talent.”

“So I’ve been to Foo before? I’d think I would remember that.”

“Let’s just say there’s way more to you than you currently know.”

Winter smiled. The thought of there being more like her was a revelation. And that she had some special purpose was exciting. “We have got to get Lev back,” she said strongly.

“Maybe we should find Geth first,” Clover suggested.

“So who is this Geth?” Winter asked.

“Well . . . since I already blew the secret,” Clover said, bending over to brush his ankle hair, “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to tell you.” He cleared his throat, then said, “Geth was cursed by Sabine and brought here by Antsel so he would not be destroyed. Last I heard, he was a seed.”

“But, who is he?”

“He is the last heir and king to the Order of Wonder. He is also one of the few who knows where the gateway to Foo is.”

“You came through. Don’t you know the way there?”

“Antsel kept me hidden,” Clover said. “The fewer who know, the safer it is.”

“So why does Geth need Lev? Why does he need any of us? Can’t he just go back himself?”

“Antsel didn’t tell me everything,” Clover said sadly. “I’m just a sycophant. But from what I heard while hiding out on the ceiling and eavesdropping in Antsel’s room all those years ago, Lev is of some major importance as well. I think it has something to do with him being related to someone important.”

“So we have to find Geth,” Winter said seriously.

“I’ve been saying that for a week,” Clover pointed out.

Winter shook her head. “Do you have any idea where he could be?”

“Well,” Clover said, “he is a king. Are there any castles around here?”

Winter was highly discouraged.
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Geth struggled in the mud. It was of no use. No matter how hard he wiggled or strained he couldn’t pull himself out. The foul smell of the storm drain was almost nauseating, and if he had not been a lithen he might have figured himself for dead. But, seeing how he was a lithen and had great faith in fate, he simply closed his eyes and waited.

He had been asleep no more than a couple of hours when the rumbling began. Geth could hear the thunder tearing up the sky outside and above him. In a moment the sky opened up and proceeded to squeeze every bit of moisture out of the heavy clouds. Rain fell like cats and dogs and then tigers and elephants. Water poured off roofs and down rain spouts, running into the gutters and quickly turning the streets into wide, wild rivers. A small dog was washed away, a car was spun around, and store fronts all along Main Street were flooded as the deluge increased. Storm drains were quickly filled to capacity and water surged through them like a runaway train through a tunnel.

Geth just waited.

He could hear the distant rush of water, and then all at once the hole he was in was flooded, the water crashing down on him in a thunderous wave. The muck around him loosened and he could feel his legs again. He wiggled as the torrent of water cascaded over him, and suddenly he was loose and being carried along in the flood in the darkness. Using his one arm, he tried to steer himself, but it was no use. He folded up and let the water take him.

The weight and volume of the water was tremendous. He was flying. It would have been fun had he had any control, but he was being tumbled along and banged into the walls of the culvert, and his mouth and eyes were filled with water. Just as he thought the buffeting would never end, he shot out of the culvert and floated into the middle of the flooded Washita River. The swollen river was foaming and rushing along. Geth pointed his legs and let the current carry him. Gradually the roaring water carried him near the far shore, where he bounced against some rocks and finally came to a welcome stop in a patch of long grass.

The raging river continued to churn past him—water huffing and spitting as it pursued its wild course downstream. Geth stayed there in the tangled growth, marveling once again at how effective travel by fate was.
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Winter huddled under a storefront awning, wondering if the rain was ever going to stop. It looked like heaven had literally tipped and was spilling torrents of moisture down. She dashed to the next corner and waited beneath a shelter at a bus stop. No one was out. Here and there she could spot a face pressed against a window, gazing out in awe at the deluge, but for the most part, she was it. A huge truck roared down the street, parting the water like a great ship, hurling it up on the curb and drenching her.

Winter was miserable.

In fact, she was as ready as Leven to give up. She didn’t need shadows filling her head with doubt as she dreamt. She possessed plenty of doubt all by herself. She had seen and done some amazing things in the last while, but it all seemed for naught.

They had accomplished nothing.

Clover’s revelation that Winter was assigned to Lev had left her immediately uplifted, but now even that little bit of truth seemed stupid and unbelievable. Big deal. Nobody in their right mind would send a girl like her to take care of anything. She had no experience and no potential. She hated to be a baby, but there beneath the bus shelter, she began to cry. She figured the tears would camouflage well in this weather.

Her jeans and shirt were soaked. She didn’t think she could possibly be more uncomfortable. It seemed as if everything she had ever endured or survived was now a big knot, pushing up inside of her, pleading to be let out.

“I can see you crying,” Clover said softly, not showing himself.

Winter wiped at her eyes. “I’m not crying,” she insisted.

“It’s all right,” he said. “Things are sort of bad.”

Winter wept. The rain had nothing on her.

“Maybe I should show you something.” Clover said.

Winter didn’t respond; she just kept crying. Clover materialized, hanging on her arm. She was so used to him showing up in odd spots she didn’t even flinch. He climbed to the top of her head and wiped his feet in her hair as if cleaning his shoes on a welcome mat.

“Watch the street,” he said.

Winter looked at the street. It was filled with water up to the top of the curbs, flowing wildly. No cars were in sight. She wondered why Clover would tell her that, but before she could question him or complain about him using her head as a doormat, he jumped from her head down into the road. He landed in the rushing water, and his body seemed to dissipate and flow outward, painting the entire street with color and images. Clover was gone, but Winter was mesmerized by what she could see. Reflected in the water, she saw a countryside with an amber sky. The water surged. A moon and a river appeared, framed by a brilliant white braided rainbow.

Winter stared.

She could see a tall woman with straight red hair and strange animals circling around her. What she saw was not Oklahoma or anyplace on earth. What she saw was a bit of Foo. The oddest thing about these scenes was that they were not peculiar to her. She recognized them. She had seen them before.

She saw a tall, dark man on a horse-like creature, surrounded by shadows. She saw the turrets of Foo and the crowds of beings gathering to fight for what she was somehow a part of.

The water rose and flowed on, the images moving down the street with it. She stared at them until they were completely gone.

“Does that help?” Clover asked. Once again he was back on her shoulder and drying his hair with a towel he had pulled from his pocket void.

“How’d you do that?” Winter asked.

“We sycophants are pretty good at a lot of things,” Clover smiled. “I’m not bragging, I’m just telling the truth.”

“The tall man on the horse thingy,” Winter said somberly. “I recognized him.”

“I thought you might,” Clover whispered. “That’s Sabine. I know this all seems pointless and I’m not exactly the perfect traveling companion, but what we are hoping to stop is real and terrible. I promise.”

Winter was silent for a moment. The clouds thinned and the rain softened a bit.

“We’ve got to find this Geth,” she finally said with determination.

“That’s what I’ve been—” Clover stopped himself and smiled. “I know we do.”

“We’ll find Geth and take him to Lev,” Winter said firmly, trying to convince herself she could do it.

“Perfect,” Clover cheered.

“I just don’t have any idea where to start looking,” she admitted.

“Fate will help,” Clover assured her.

Winter smiled at Clover. There is nothing like the joy of having a conversation with a twelve-inch-tall, furry sycophant. She was still scared and unsure of herself, but she had seen something amazing in those watery images. It made her more frightened, but also considerably more hopeful. She pictured Sabine on the horse and shivered. He was part of this, she knew that. She stepped across the street and over to the park.

With the rain letting up a bit, a few people and cars began to make their way through the streets again.
  

Chapter Eighteen

A Little Disappointed
 

In some ways Geth had simply moved from one mess to another. No matter how hard he tried, he could not free himself from the tangle of grass near the side of the river. The swollen stream was calming a bit and the sky had cleared, but his body was knotted into the growth, and he didn’t have the strength to break loose.

But he didn’t panic. Not Geth. He relaxed and tried to enjoy the moment. His mouth was just above the water line, but as the water moved it would splash into his eyes and ears and mouth, making things look, sound, and taste wet. He halfway wished he were still a tall tree with the ability to stretch and push his roots around. He missed being able to see from every angle and hear sound from beneath the ground and from the sky.

He missed a few things, but lithens never yearn for what was or what could have been. There’s no point in it. There is no moment more precious than the exact moment they are living. And that exact moment has a lot to do with how future moments play out.

Geth bobbed up and down in his watery nest. He closed his eyes and tried to whistle with little success. A fat fish came careening down the way and pushed through the grass at the edge to scratch its belly on the growth. The weight of the fish pushed Geth all the way under. He sprang right back up. The sun touched the top of his head and felt warm.

He was almost content.

In fact, if it weren’t for the entire future of mankind depending on him and Leven getting back to Foo, Geth wouldn’t have minded a bit just living out his days there attached to that grass.

A young girl walking down the edge of the river stopped on the bank near Geth. She was alone and eating a piece of fruit. From where he lay, Geth couldn’t see all of her, but what he could see looked familiar. As she stood there eating fruit, a small, gray sycophant materialized on her shoulder. Geth was speechless. He had seen Clover many times before while standing in Leven’s yard as a tree. Geth’s mouth hung open as he listened to Clover and the girl.

“So I can’t even have one bite?” Clover asked Winter.

“You’ve already had twelve whole ones,” she laughed.

“I would have had more if that farmer hadn’t caught us borrowing from his tree.”

Winter took a few more bites then tossed the core of the fruit toward the river. Geth could see it coming straight toward him. The core bounced off his head, leaving bits of fruit clinging to him. He looked up to see Clover disappear and Winter begin to walk farther downstream.

“I would have eaten that core,” an invisible Clover said.

“Sorry,” Winter smiled. “I forgot that you’ll eat anything.”

“What a waste,” Clover complained. “There was still fruit . . .”

They were far enough down the river that Geth could no longer hear them. He wrestled with the grass, trying desperately to get free. He had to get to that girl. But the hold of the grass was too strong for his single arm to break.

A huge fly landed on Geth’s head and began to nibble at the small bits of fruit stuck on him. Geth waved it away. Not intimidated by a toothpick, the fly flew back and continued to graze on the top of Geth’s head. This time he didn’t wave it away. He bent himself over as far as he could, pushing the top of his head toward the center of the river. The unsuspecting fly licked and bit the top of him, buzzing and spitting.

Come on, Geth thought. Come on.

No sooner had he thought it than a huge fish leaped from the water and engulfed the fly and the top half of Geth. The fish thrashed his head about, breaking the grass and tearing away with both the fly and Geth in his mouth. The fly buzzed madly, thrashing around in the closed mouth, desperate to get free. The poor fish couldn’t properly swallow the pest because the toothpick was poking into its lip and making swallowing near impossible. Geth pulled and kicked, the fish rocked and twisted, the fly buzzed and vibrated. The large trout finally opened its mouth slightly, and Geth was freed. He skimmed across the top of the water until a wave flung him into the air and sent him flying up onto the wet, grassy shore.

He stood and cleared his eyes, marveling at the creativity fate was demonstrating. He wasn’t sure if he’d been flung past Winter or if he still needed to go farther. The question was soon answered. He glanced back up the bank just in time to see a foot coming down directly on top of him. He tried to scream but there wasn’t time. Winter’s heel smashed him into the muddy bank as she walked right over him.

Once again Geth was stuck.

His top half was sticking out, but as he waved and hollered, his small voice was not loud enough to be heard over the sound of the still raging river. He watched Winter walk farther and farther away.

“Amazing,” he said to himself. “So close.”

“Amazing is right,” a voice above him said.

Geth tried to look around but he could see nothing.

“A talking toothpick,” the voice added. “That has to mean something.”

“Who’s there?” Geth asked, with no fear in his voice, only curiosity.

No one answered.

“Hello?” Geth tried.

No reply, just the sound of water rushing by. Geth looked off toward Winter. She was now almost out of sight, but suddenly she stopped. She stood still for a moment and then turned to look back in the direction she had just come. Geth couldn’t tell if she was speaking or not, but in a moment she began walking back. Geth smiled. As she got nearer he could hear her voice.

“A toothpick?” she questioned loudly. “You saw a toothpick?”

“A toothpick,” Clover said enthusiastically. He was still invisible. “Like one of those things you dig at your teeth with,” he explained.

“I know what a toothpick is,” Winter said. “But what would that have to do with us?”

“Antsel said to look for signs.”

“A toothpick is a sign?” Winter said, mildly amused but also frustrated.

“It was talking,” Clover insisted. “How many talking toothpicks have you ever met? It’s there just beside that rock.” Winter knelt down and began to carefully probe the ground with her hand.

“Hello,” Geth spoke up.

Winter shifted her gaze from the spot she was searching and looked directly at Geth.

“Hello?” she said tentatively.

Clover let just his blue eyes materialize. “I was following behind looking for smooth rocks and I just heard him talking,” he explained. “I thought a talking toothpick was worth investigating.”

“I’m a bit stuck,” Geth offered.

“Sorry,” Winter apologized for not helping him out sooner. “Can I just pinch you?”

“Why not?” Geth said pleasantly. “You just stepped on me.”

“I did?” Winter said surprised. “I’m so sorry.”

“No problem, I’m glad you did,” he replied. “Seems to be exactly what fate needed,” Geth added as she placed him on her palm and studied him closely.

He was a thick wooden toothpick with light waves of grain running vertically up and down him. He appeared to be split down the middle on the bottom half, giving him two thin legs. He had one splinter of an arm and a pointed head. His face was a pattern of randomly scattered holes. He had a large right eye and a slightly smaller and lower left eye—the right one being circular and the left having a slant. He had a tiny hole for a nose and a big notch missing for a mouth. He gave Winter a lop-sided grin.

“I’m glad the grain of the wood runs vertically,” Geth joked. “Horizontal stripes make me look fat.”

Winter smiled, genuinely delighted for the first time in a long while. She had no idea what she held in her hand, but it was at the very least highly intriguing.

“Weird,” Clover said, his eyes gazing at Geth.

Winter took it all in—floating eyes, talking toothpicks, no big deal.

“So what are you?” she asked.

The toothpick bowed slightly. “My name is Geth. I—”

Winter snickered while Clover’s blue eyeballs bulged.

“Sorry,” Winter apologized, “I thought you said your name was Geth.”

“That’s correct,” Geth stated.

“But you’re not the Geth, are you?” she asked, a bit of panic in her voice.

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“He’s not the Geth,” Clover tried, his eyeballs looking at Winter. “Geth is a great king. He’s wise and handsome with golden hair and an infectious laugh and and . . . well, he’s tall.”

Geth laughed. “I know I must look foolish, but I am Geth. I was brought here from Foo by Antsel in the condition of a seed and was buried from Sabine with the express purpose of bringing Leven back to Foo.”

Neither Winter nor Clover was laughing now.

“You’re a toothpick,” Clover said, materializing completely. “You’re supposed to help us? No offense, but I think I could do a better job than a toothpick.”

“Please say you’re not really who we are looking for,” Winter said seriously, all laughter gone.

“I am who you’re looking for,” Geth affirmed. “You must be the soul who was brought here to bring Leven back. I am the heir Leven needs to succeed.”

“Lev already has hair,” Clover pointed out. “Besides, there have been plenty of bald people who are successful,” he added. “My father—”

Geth smiled. “I mean heir. As in lineage and rulers.”

“Oh,” Clover sniffed, patting his own hairy head.

“I know my shape isn’t exactly impressive, but I can get you back,” Geth said confidently. “Where is the boy?”

“Well,” Clover cleared his throat. “It seems that Lev gave up this morning and returned home.”

“Then we’ve got to give him a reason to go on.”

“And you propose we do that by showing him a toothpick?” Winter asked.

The toothpick straightened itself. “I am the rightful heir to Foo,” he stated. “I am also a lithen of the highest Order of Wonder, and I know there is nothing that can stop me from making it back to Foo with Leven. Fate will make it so.”

“Oh, yeah,” Clover said. “This has disaster written all over it.”

Winter wiped her eyes and stood tall. Her clothes were still slightly wet and completely uncomfortable.

“I’m sorry if I disappoint you,” Geth said softly to her. “I can only promise you that I am who I say I am and that I know how to get back to Foo.”

Winter smiled at him weakly. “Then we should go,” she said bravely.

“What?” Clover complained. “He’s a toothpick.”

“I’m tired of walking around,” Winter complained. “Besides, if I’m a part of this then surely a toothpick could be capable enough. Let’s go get Lev.”

Clover shrugged. “Makes sense to me.”

Winter slipped Geth into her front shirt pocket. “Is this all right?” she asked him.

“Perfect,” Geth smiled, holding on to the top edge of her pocket with his one arm and gazing out.

Winter turned and headed in the direction of Leven’s house.

“You might want to hurry,” Geth said.

Winter looked worried.

“But don’t fret about it,” Geth added. “Optimism is our best ally.”

Winter tried to smile. It’s not that easy, however, to be optimistic, when you are taking directions from a toothpick.
  

Chapter Nineteen

Lift, Huck, and Listen
 

LLeven was disgusted with himself. He had turned his back on the two people—well, one person and one whatever Clover was—who believed in him. No matter how he looked at it, he had left Winter and Clover high and dry. He couldn’t help it. His head was so clouded with confused thoughts and self-doubt he could hardly stand straight. And now, thanks to the rainstorm that had just ended, he was soaked. His dark bangs were matted against his forehead, covering his right eye.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said to himself. “There’s nothing I can do about any of this.” The empty words didn’t make him feel any better about giving up. He tried to walk tall, but it felt like the entire world was pushing down on his shoulders.

He rounded the turn in the road and spotted his house in the distance.

The first thing he noticed was the missing tree. The stump sat there like an ugly bone jutting out from the surface of the earth. He noticed Addy’s car was not in the driveway and that the house looked askew and a bit more beat up than he remembered. One corner of the roof in the back was crumpled as if it had been crushed. And there were wood chips everywhere.

“I shouldn’t be here,” he whispered to himself.

Leven did not want to return home, but he had nothing else. He hated wandering the streets and having to sleep on the ground. Defeated, he sat down on the tree stump. The grass around it was long, and a few birds off to the south were chattering at each other.

His mind cleared and his eyes burned gold. His gift was flaring up. He could see Winter in his head. Lights and shadows swirled through his brain. Winter was walking swiftly and with purpose. She said something to someone and smiled. Leven couldn’t remember if he had ever seen her smile that widely when he had been with her. She looked different, too: her green eyes were beautiful and her blonde hair wasn’t as wild as he remembered it.

Leven’s thoughts suddenly darkened.

Winter appeared much happier without him. He was not surprised. Leven knew he was a problem, not an answer. That had been the pattern of his life. He had just seen the future and he now knew that Winter and Clover could get along just fine. They didn’t need him. Leven rubbed his eyes and sighed loudly as if expelling air from his toes.

“Who’s there?” Terry yelled from inside Leven’s old house.

“It’s me,” Leven said with little enthusiasm.

“Where have you been?” Terry demanded. He stuck his head out one of the trailer’s open windows. It was obvious he had just gotten up.

“I got lost?” Leven tried.

“Lost? How dumb do you think I am?”

Leven prayed Terry wouldn’t make him answer that.

“Your aunt spent an entire afternoon looking for you. She missed over three hours of work. Set us back something fierce.”

“I’m sorry.”

“We’re all perfectly aware of that,” Terry whined. “Now get in here and clean this place up.”

Leven stood and walked up to the front door. He stepped inside and almost gasped at how messy everything was. It was as if they had done nothing but eat and litter during the two days he had been gone. A strong, unpleasant odor was coming from the kitchen, and trash was everywhere. Half-eaten plates of food littered the living room. Though he had been forced to sleep on the porch, Leven had always been the one in charge of cleaning the inside of the house. Terry pushed through the trash to stand right in front of Leven.

“See this mess?” Terry pointed, his ugly mouth drawn down into a sneer. “You did it. How do you expect us to teach you anything if we do your chores for you? Well, I’m sick of it. You have fifteen minutes to clean it up.”

“Fifteen minutes?” Leven asked incredulously. The mess he saw in front of him would take a lot longer to fix than that.

“Fifteen minutes, or I’ll make sure you regret showing your face around here again.”

“So you cut the tree down?” Leven asked forcefully.

“Excuse me?” Terry said sarcastically. “Did I say it was special question time? Fifteen minutes! I’m going out for a drink.” Terry pulled his dirty baseball cap over his greasy hair and left the trailer house, slamming the door as he went out.
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Leven was still cleaning two hours later when Addy came home. Terry hadn’t returned yet. Addy came in the door, threw her keys and purse down, and started complaining about the weather. Then she noticed Leven.

“What are you doing here?”

“Just cleaning up.”

“Well, hurry, the place is a mess.”

That was it. No “Hello.” No “We’ve missed you.” No “Good to see you.” Just, “Hurry, the place is a mess.”

Addy noticed Leven was wearing his Wonder Wipe shirt inside out. She began to bark at him. “Embarrassed about what I do? Too good to promote what feeds us? Maybe you would like a shirt made of gold?”

“I don’t want a gold shirt,” Leven insisted. “I just put it on wrong.”

“I work all day to support . . .”

Addy stopped yelling to listen to the slurred singing of Terry as he made his way home. He fumbled with the door handle and stumbled into the house. He looked around at the filth that was much less than when he had left, but still quite a mess.

“What have you been doing?” he demanded. “I can barely see the carpet.”

“I’m cleaning as fast as I can,” Leven defended. “It’s just—”

“Well, it’s not fast enough,” Terry interrupted, spitting flecks of saliva into the air. “Come here,” he slurred. He hadn’t shaved for a few days, and with his scraggly beard and dirty clothes he looked like a bum.

“I’ll keep going,” Leven promised, picking up even faster.

“Don’t you back talk to him,” Addy snarled. “You take a vacation and come back with a smart mouth.”

“I wasn’t—”

“Come here,” Terry stormed.

Leven had made a gigantic mistake. He should never have returned. He had been a fool to think he could just step back into the awful life he had always had. Now as Terry raged and Addy helped, Leven knew he was in trouble. He looked toward the front door, trying to gauge if he could make it out or not. Terry noticed.

“Going to make a run for it?” Terry mocked, his beady eyes red and hateful. “You’ll never make it, Skuuuunk.”

Addy stepped next to the back door, blocking any escape.

“Come here,” Terry muttered fiercely. “I’m going to scare the rest of your hair white.”

Leven began to back away.

“You should have stayed lost,” Terry spat. “I think it’s time to teach you the lesson your aunt never let me.”

“I’m not his aunt,” Addy said disgustedly.

Addy wasn’t a compassionate woman, but she was less likely than Terry to hurt someone. There had been many times during Leven’s childhood when Addy had stopped Terry from striking Leven or imposing his strength on him. At the moment, however, it didn’t seem as though Addy had any intention of holding Terry back. She had experienced a difficult week. The hand-folded napkin market was soft at the moment, and the company she worked for had laid off one of the fastest and most expensive folders they had, leaving Addy with over three times her normal workload. Her wrists would swell to the size of cantaloupes every afternoon from all the repetitive movement, and her carpal tunnel pain was killing her. She had come home each day a monster. She was tired of her job, tired of Terry, and tired of not being pampered and taken care of like some of those ladies she saw on TV. In short, she was spent, spoiled, and selfish, and had no more will to control Terry or feel for Leven.

“I’m his mother’s half sister,” she grumped.

Terry moved closer. Leven tried to clear his mind to see if by some chance he couldn’t manipulate himself out of this. He couldn’t see anything except the image of Winter walking and smiling.

Leven was sick about the mistake he had made in thinking he could come home.
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Winter was feeling better. She was still not completely confident that a toothpick was the answer to all her woes, but for the moment they had direction. That direction was north toward Leven’s old house. Clover was so excited about going to get Leven that every few seconds he would materialize on a different place on Winter, shiver happily, smile, and disappear again.

Geth rested in Winter’s shirt pocket as they traveled. The city wasn’t huge, and they had only been five or so miles from Leven’s old neighborhood, but it was slow going thanks to there being no straight shot there. They had to make their way across the river, through neighborhoods, over fences, and around businesses. Just at dusk they reached the entrance of the Rolling Greens Deluxe Mobile Home Park.

Clover materialized. “I can’t wait to see Lev.”

“We just saw him earlier today,” Winter said.

“Seems longer,” Clover sighed.

“Are all sycophants as dedicated as you?” Winter asked.

Clover smiled, shook his whole body, and disappeared again.

The Rolling Greens Deluxe Mobile Home Park had over forty-five streetlights, but only nineteen of them worked. It took time and effort to change the bulbs, so when they went out they stayed that way. That left the area pretty dark at night. A few homes were lit up, and the occasional working streetlight helped to give outlines but no real detail to the scenery.

“I’m not sure how to say this,” Winter began. “But I’m not terribly confident Lev will even want to come with us.”

“He’ll come,” Geth said confidently.

“I don’t know.”

“It’s fate.” Geth was as wide-eyed and smiley as a toothpick can get.

Winter had never met anyone so self-assured as the little toothpick. She knew she could pick him up and snap him in half with minor effort. Or she could toss him into a fire and he would have no way to save himself. Still, he pushed forward and talked as though he had every capability and advantage at hand.

“I hope you’re right,” Winter said.

They turned the corner and Winter could see Leven’s home. The curtains were closed and glowing over the windows. Winter had never met Leven’s family, but the things Leven had said about them made it perfectly clear what kind of people they were.

As they got closer to the house they could hear yelling coming from inside. Terry was shouting at Leven. Winter hurried to the window and peeked through a gap in the curtain. Leven had his back to the opposite wall, and Terry was standing in front of him, shouting and rolling up his own sleeves. From where Geth was pocketed, he too could see clearly what was about to happen.

“We’ve got to stop it,” Geth whispered, looking around quickly. He spotted the tree stump he had been severed from less than a week before. “If I remember Antsel right,” Geth said to Winter, “he told me you were a nit.”

“I think I am,” Winter said, unsure.

“What’s your gift?” Geth asked.

“I can freeze things.”

“Perfect,” Geth said. “I’m going to need your help. Set me down on that stump. I want to see if I can still work my old roots.”

Winter took three giant steps and placed Geth on top of the tree stump. He lay down, face up, and oozed slowly into the wood.

Inside the house, Terry was screaming even louder.
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Leven had never seen Terry this bad. He was cursing and ranting and coming toward him with fire in his red-veined eyes. He spit as he spoke, rage dripping from him like sweat. All the events and tragedies and disappointment and failures of Terry’s life had come to a heavy boil. He rolled his sleeves farther up, his mind focused on nothing but teaching this brat a lesson he would never forget.

Leven tried to open the window behind him, but the cheap clasp broke off in his hand. Terry smiled a wicked, lazy smile. He drew back his fist and swung, stumbling under the forward motion and missing Leven completely. He righted himself and tried again, but the house rocked, and Terry lost his balance and had to grab onto a nearby chair to keep from falling.

“What the . . .” he muttered.

The house rocked again. Leven was as frightened as Terry. Addy grabbed the kitchen bar and hung on. The house shook, tilting to the west at a steep angle, and Terry flew into the wall. Leven dropped to the floor and tried to crawl upward toward the door. The house leveled out and began rising. It twisted and shook as it rose, tossing everything inside around like bingo balls in a bin. The mess that had been there before was nothing compared to how things looked now, with cupboards and cabinets bursting open and expelling their contents all over the rooms.

The front door blew inward and a thick root shot through and toward Leven. It wrapped itself around his waist and yanked him outside, all while the home rising higher and higher. Addy wasn’t just screaming anymore, she was exploding with noise. The fear on her face would have elicited mercy from Jack the Ripper. Terry was still bouncing off walls and trying to right himself somehow. Two more roots shot into the home and twisted around both his and Addy’s ankles. The frantic couple clawed and scratched at the floor, fighting to keep from being pulled out, but it was no use: Geth had them.

With all three of them extracted from the trailer, Geth kept the house suspended high above its foundation. Winter looked over at the stump where Geth lay. He looked back at Winter. She wasn’t certain, but she could have sworn Geth’s little wood hole was smiling.

“Freeze the house!” he commanded her.
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Winter looked at the house hovering high above her and panicked.

“The whole thing?”

“The whole thing!”

Winter closed her green eyes and concentrated. She saw the house as ice and it was that simple. She looked up to witness the entire mobile home as one shiny block of ice. Terry and Addy, who were still being dangled by their ankles up in the air, screamed in fear and disbelief.

Geth looked up at Winter. “You might want to plug your ears,” he said, “but I happen to like the sound of breaking ice.”

Geth retracted some of his roots and the entire home plummeted swiftly to the ground. A fabulous rushing noise was followed by the complete destruction of the house Leven had lived in. The single-wide shattered into a million frozen pieces. Ice flew everywhere. A few shards blew out two of the neighbor’s windows, and a dog across the street got a massive surprise welt as he was sneaking up on a cat. Geth was right, the sound was spectacular, like the explosion of a blimp full of fine china. Winter reached down and touched one of the bigger chunks. The ice instantly began to thaw.

Geth lowered Terry and Addy none too gently onto the very spot where their house had once stood. He also set Leven down and retracted all the roots completely back into the earth. Then he pushed himself up and out of the tree stump and Winter put him back in her pocket.

“Amazing,” Winter whispered. “Absolutely amazing.”

Winter walked over to Leven, who was standing in complete shock. The house was shattered into a million tiny pieces. He scuffed some of the frozen debris with his toe.

“I think that was my bed.” Leven tried to smile.

Terry and Addy cowered on the ground in fear, as neighbors cautiously approached to investigate what had happened.

Leven looked at Winter. “What are you doing here?” he asked.

“Saving you,” she answered. “Are you ready to go now?”

Leven looked at Addy and Terry. She was bawling and he was sniveling. They were both trembling. Leven wanted to say something nice, but all that came out was, “I’m done cleaning.”

Addy glared in horror.

As Winter turned and began to walk off into the dark night, Leven paused for a moment, looking at the two people who had been most rotten to him. He wasn’t quite ready to leave. He gazed at his shivering guardians and the ring of concerned neighbors who had gathered.

“What happened to your house?” Mrs. Pendle asked, holding her tattered bathrobe closed at the neck.

“The tree . . .” Addy began.

“It lifted up . . .” Terry stammered. “And then . . . my house.”

They went blubbering on as Leven slipped back behind the crowd of people and off toward Winter. She was a few hundred feet ahead, whispering to the toothpick in her pocket.

“Should I introduce myself to him now?” Geth whispered to her.

“I think maybe you should wait until morning,” she whispered back.

“Fine by me,” Geth said, slipping down farther into her pocket.

“How did you do that?” Leven asked, as he caught up to her. “I mean with the tree and the—”

“I’ll tell you later,” Winter said quickly. “Right now we need to find a place to sleep. We have to leave early in the morning.”

“That was amazing! I’ve never heard a sound like . . . leave to go where?” Leven asked.

“The gateway,” Winter replied.

“Gateway to where?”

“To Foo.”

“You know where it is?” Leven asked.

“Geth does,” Clover said, materializing with his arms around Leven’s head.

“Clover!” Leven smiled. “I can’t believe you both came back for me. Especially after what I said.”

“It’s forgotten,” Clover waved.

“Good,” Leven said. “Because I am so happy to see you guys.”

“Let’s hope you feel that way after you get some sleep,” Winter said seriously. “You have a tendency to change your mind in the night.”

“So you know where Geth is?” Leven asked, remembering how awful his dreams had been and wanting to think about anything else.

“Sure, he’s—” Clover tried to say.

“We’ll see him tomorrow,” Winter interrupted, giving Clover the eye.

“I can’t believe you found him,” Leven said as they exited the mobile home park. “So he’s going to take us to Foo?”

“In a sense.” Winter’s green eyes blinked.

“Unbelievable, so Clover was right. He was waiting for us?”

“Well, not exactly. I’ll tell you everything later,” Winter promised.

Leven stared at her, thinking about his life and what an amazing turn it had taken. Last night he was chased by the earth, today he saw a tree lift and shatter his old house.

“Unbelievable,” he said again, still wondering how a person like himself could even be involved in all of this.

“I’m glad you’re back,” Clover whispered to Leven.

“I only left you this morning,” Leven smiled.

“Still, it wasn’t the same without you.”

They worked their way through town and down toward the river. The night deepened to a rich black and in the far distance a pack of coyotes yipped mournfully. Leven and Winter had a lot ahead of them, and not much time.
  

Chapter Twenty

Fury by Design
 

Sabine walked swiftly down the halls of Morfit, his rat-like features twitching. Those nearby scurried to be nowhere near wherever he was actually going. Few dared question his motives or reasoning anymore. Well, a few dared, but those few were separated from their loved ones and shipped to the far borders of Foo to live out their lives harvesting gunt—a very unpleasant job, to say the least.

Sabine was darker and more powerful than ever. He had created a true division in Foo, feeding off the most troubled dreams and stirring up the hearts of any who would buy into his plan to return to reality. Thousands and thousands of beings were now sold on the idea of Foo and reality coming together. They wanted to see who they had been taken from and live the impossible in the physical world. Of course Sabine was overlooking one crucial fact—that fact being that what he was preaching would eliminate every dream on earth and ultimately cause Foo to collapse. If even a fourth of Foo were to abandon their fate, the dreams and imaginations of those in reality would cease to exist and hope would be lost to the human race. Fate took in who it needed to keep the dreams of man alive. If the population of Foo dwindled, those on earth would ultimately vanish. The wise in Foo knew this. They understood their purpose to be sacred and took their responsibility and roles seriously.

Sabine wanted none of that. He wanted to be able to slip in and out, so he could rule both reality and Foo. He foolishly believed he could have it all.

Sabine waved his hand, and the guards standing in front of the door stepped aside. He walked through and into the grand chamber. It was one of the largest caverns in Morfit. In the center of the room was a lengthy wooden table. Every seat around the table was occupied, except for the large one at the head. Sabine took his place and sat with a flourish.

“The full moon of Lant,” he bowed, wishing them well, Foo-style.

Morfit was as tall as a mountain and as wide as any prairie on earth. A castle of rock, it stood next to and towered above the Lime Sea beside it. It was a work in progress, a place that constantly grew, thanks to the labors of those in Foo who sought peace in the aftermath of their own misdoings. If a person or being in Foo did something they felt was wrong or unbecoming a member of a realm of endless possibilities, they would dig up a stone wherever they stood and carry that stone to Morfit. There they would place the rock carefully and walk away without their burden. Long lines of people with stone in hand, working their way toward Morfit, were a common sight these days, stacking rocks upon rocks, building the mountain of Morfit.

Morfit had not always been so imposing. In the beginning, Morfit was only a small scar in the ground. Now, as the dreams of men on earth grew darker and the division in Foo was creating fear and jealousy, Morfit expanded hourly. The castle of rocks reached to the thick upper sky, creating an imposing mountain filled with caverns and passages. Beings of all forms and desires hid among the caves and tunnels formed by the sins of those in Foo.

Morfit, by virtue of its size, had become the center of Foo. Those who met in council did so there, as well as those who established the changing laws and sat to hear disputes. The dreams of man could not penetrate the structure, making it an off-limits area for dream enhancement and a safe ground for personal thought.

Sabine considered those around the table in the grand hall and smiled broadly.

“We hope this will go smoothly,” a council member spoke, addressing him.

“I trust it will,” Sabine humbly affirmed. “I have come to make amends,” he announced.

The members of the council looked at each other skeptically.

“I have been out of line and am in need of your forgiveness,” Sabine continued.

A murmur went around the table, then ceased. The council members were shocked but seemed to like the direction the discussion was going. They had gathered to rebuke Sabine and put an end to his scheme to merge Foo and reality. As much as whisps longed to be whole, they understood that were Foo and reality to merge, they, along with the dreams and imaginations of all mankind, would vanish.

“So your thoughts have changed?” the lead council spoke, his voice betraying his surprise. “You have created this division and now you feel differently?” he asked with disbelief.

Sabine nodded. “I was wrong. I see now that the path I was on is futile.”

The room was dead quiet, which might have been expected, since all the men and women who sat on the council were pretty much dead. They were whisps, void of soul and life, a rare aberration and a unique breed in Foo.

Sometimes those on earth who step on a mismatched lane or sidewalk don’t make it all the way to Foo. Or a better way of putting it is that they don’t make it completely to Foo. Those beings only partially arrive and are robbed of only a portion of their presence: their bodies and souls remain on earth, feeling lost and confused, while Foo receives only a hollow likeness of them.

These oddities are called whisps. They have no real substance, but they can still think and react, while passing through objects as though they were ghosts. Whisps are worthless dance partners and of no help when you need to move a large object or want a push on the swings, seeing how they can’t touch or react with anything physical.

Having no substance, they are valued only for their thoughts. So it is that they serve in Foo as members of governing councils and boards. They aren’t indestructible, however, and Sabine was tired of those he had to answer to. He was fed up with procedures and the shifting logic and rules of Foo. Sabine thirsted for absolute power and personal glory. He wanted out of Foo so he could better control reality. If dreams and hope were the casualties of his quest for control, so be it.

“I thought I knew what was best.” Sabine’s voice was thick with pretended emotion and remorse. “I know now that I have been wrong,” he lied.

The council members were very pleased and flattered. They were also unaware that Sabine was setting them up. The biggest weakness in a whisp was his or her inability to resist a compliment. They normally had the ability to think clearly, but the moment someone complimented them on their two-dimensional hair or their intellect or anything else, they lost their ability to reason.

“You have served Foo in a most pleasing manner,” Sabine continued. “It is your example and wise decisions that have helped me recognize my misbehavior.”

Everyone in the room nodded in complete agreement.

Sabine removed the hood from his cloak, signaling his shadows to come in. A number of them filtered into the room, each of them carrying a small, polished object. The shadows were of different sizes and shapes, but each was a warped and flat reflection of Sabine. Each found a place near a council member and waited.

Sabine nodded, and his shadows displayed to the council members the tiny round objects they held in their hands. Some of the whisps were reluctant to look at what the shadows held.

“Do not be concerned,” Sabine smiled. “Please,” he gestured broadly, “these are merely gifts from me to you. My way of saying I was wrong.”

“What are they?” one asked skeptically.

“Soul stones,” Sabine replied, casually.

There was an audible, collective gasp, then the room fell silent. Sabine could not have uttered two more powerful words.

It had been rumored since the first whisp entered Foo that somewhere in the realm of Foo there existed an object that could make a whisp whole. “Soul stones,” they were called, and possessing one, a whisp would be transformed from an empty, two-dimensional image into a whole being who could touch and run and experience a complete life in Foo.

To a whisp, nothing was more sought after and wondrous than a soul stone.

“Soul stones,” they whispered reverently. A few tried to touch them, but their hands went right through.

Sabine smiled amiably. “These were not easy to come by, friends. But your forgiveness of my misbegotten behavior seems to have merited them. It is my pleasure to present them to you.”

The whispering intensified. The possibility of their being whole clouded their judgment and suspended all caution.

“If you would like, my shadows will open them for you,” Sabine cordially continued. “In a mere moment you will be whole for the first time.”

Ecstatic chatter and excitement filled the room. A number of whisps wobbled as if faint. Others stood trembling in front of their assigned shadows, fidgeting and wringing their hands in joy.

Sabine gestured with his right hand, and the stones split open. A deep, red glow, mesmerizing and brilliant, oozed out of each one, then tantalizingly began to withdraw. The whisps gazed in awe and wonder. They reached forward, captivated by the hope of becoming whole and unable to resist. As their ghostlike hands touched the glow, they were suddenly sucked in toward the light.

For a moment they assumed it was a part of becoming whole, but a few quickly realized what was really happening. They should have known better. It had seemed strange that Sabine would admit his wrongdoing when he had been so arrogant in the past and so close to victory at the moment. It seemed unlike him to apologize when he had for so long resented the restraints imposed on him by what he often called the wretched Council of Whisps. His humility and cordial behavior were entirely out of character, but the hope of becoming whole had caused the entire group to go daft. They had thrown caution to the wind, and now they were paying for it with their thin lives.

The only way to get rid of a whisp is to suck it up. That is why whisps are so horribly frightened by vacuums. Their substance is so thin that a simple sucking can draw them in. And if they are drawn into a small enough space they can be trapped. If a whisp is compacted to the size of a pea, it then has enough substance to prevent it from simply slipping through the material that is holding it captive. More than one child in Foo had tormented and teased a whisp by chasing it with a vacuum outside the steps of Morfit. Whisps weren’t fond of children.

Sabine, of course, wasn’t looking to simply torment and tease. Sabine wanted the whisps gone for good. His cruel genius was in creating a vacuum small enough to fit into a polished stone.

Sabine laughed scornfully as the whisps writhed and screamed while being sucked into the tiny rocks. Some cursed him and others cried, knowing they had been tricked to death. The black shiny stones glowed as they consumed the images of all the whisps.
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In a few moments it was over.

The shadows closed the tiny rocks and placed them on the now-unoccupied giant table before them. Sabine looked at the pile and waved his shadows away. 

Nobody could intentionally kill another being in Foo. You could hit your worst enemy in the head with a club, and it would have no effect. If someone intentionally pushed you off a cliff you would simply land at the bottom unharmed. If, however, someone accidentally bumped into you and knocked you off a cliff, you would fall to your death. That was an interesting fact of Foo that had prevailed ever since the realm had come to be.

Sabine, however, had found clever ways to kill and rid himself of those who opposed him. He had placed Geth’s soul in a seed and set the crows loose on him. Now he had successfully trapped the Council of Whisps in the rocks, but he still needed some unsuspecting and innocent victims to finish the job for him.

He looked at the stones and with his power turned them into ice. Sabine too was a nit, endowed with the same gift Winter possessed. He collected the frozen rocks in a wooden box and handed them to Jamoon, who had been standing guard outside the door.

Sabine smiled. “See that these are given to the children out in the far field,” he ordered.

“Yes, Your Perfectness,” Jamoon bowed.

“Let them practice stick with them,” Sabine suggested. “They may use them all. I don’t want them back.”

“You are so kind and giving,” Jamoon added. “So kind and giving.”

Sabine turned away, knowing that in a matter of minutes the entire council would be nothing but shattered rocks strewn over a child’s playing field.

He stepped into the dark musty chamber off of the hall and inhaled deeply. Shadows by the thousands rushed to him and swirled together into one dark spiral, humming and whistling vulgarly.

“We’re here, we’re here,” they chanted. “We’re here.”

Sabine glanced and saw that something was not right with his minions. They were frightened and resisted his pull. Some whispered and cried as they told of Leven Thumps and how they had not been able to darken his dreams. Some reported that Leven was allied with Winter and a spirit they didn’t recognize, but feared.

“What kind of spirit is with the boy?” Sabine demanded, the confidence he felt just moments before leaving him.

The shadows cowered, too frightened to speak. The shadows that surrounded Sabine were not only sinister, they were disposable. Sabine had gone through many. They couldn’t escape the master who cast them, but he could will them to dissolve at any time he chose.

Sabine closed his eyes and clapped.

The dark spiral of spirits evaporated into nothing, each sending a piercing screech ringing through the chamber as it disappeared. Sabine moved in front of the tall window and drew the heavy drape back. Light flooded the chamber, casting Sabine’s dark shadow onto the floor and against the far wall—a new, less intimidated shadow.

“What kind of spirit?” Sabine inquired of the newly cast dark patch. “What was the spirit like that your predecessors did not recognize?”

“It was strong,” the sole shadow stated. “It was strong and familiar. It was unafraid. Royal.”

“Royal?” Sabine whispered. “Did you hear mention of the name Geth?”

The shadow nodded and quaked.

“Geth is alive?” Sabine cursed.

Sabine turned and moved quickly. He walked in front of the window again, and a new, tall shadow formed to join the other. Sabine paced back and forth in front of the window, thinking, and a third appeared. By the time he had his thoughts about him, the room was filled with hundreds of new, dark forms of all sizes and lengths. They followed him out of the room, whispering eagerly, ready and willing to do his bidding.

Sabine had eliminated the Council of Whisps, but now he had Geth to worry about. He couldn’t dwell on that. Those who would follow him would be much bolder, now that the council and their negative advice were gone. Sabine’s followers needn’t know that Geth still lived. Sabine shuddered and drew in breath like a rat. He had to find the gateway.
  

Chapter Twenty-One

We Felt the Earth Squirm under Our Feet
 

Leven had barely fallen asleep when the shadows began their work. As deep as the night, they moved in from beyond, falling upon him, whispering, insinuating themselves into his dreams.

“You’re worthless. Worthless,” they hissed. “Fool. Fool,” they howled.

Leven tossed and turned as they rolled over him and dived brazenly into his mind. Leven’s eyes burned behind his closed lids, and his mouth was as dry as the entire month of July. He cried out and moaned, thrashing around madly in his sleep.

“He did this last night,” Winter whispered to Geth as she sat beneath the bridge looking at Leven. “It looks painful.”

“It is,” Clover complained, appearing out of nowhere. “I can’t sleep with him any longer. He’s freaking me out,” Clover shivered.

“It’s Sabine,” Geth said. “Leven has no control. Sabine’s shadows have him by the dreams.”

“That can’t be good,” Winter said.

“It’s not,” Geth replied. “But there is nothing we can do. We must let fate work its course. Your touch has changed his dreams. They are now marked with traces of Foo. They can find him in his sleep. At the moment it isn’t such a concern. They know where we are. In the future we’ll have to be more cautious.”

“We could wake him,” Winter suggested boldly, her own head beginning to throb.

“That is not a solution. It would only make Leven leave us now,” Geth insisted. “It would not be wise.”

“So we just sit here while a bunch of ghosts work him over in his dreams?” Winter complained.

Leven rolled completely over and cried out in fear. He tucked his knees to his chest and rocked back and forth, moaning. His eyes flashed open and were burning gold. They closed and he thrashed about again.

“I’m not doing this any longer,” Winter insisted. “We need to start moving anyhow.” She crawled over to Leven. Geth tried to stop her, but it’s incredibly hard for a toothpick with one arm to hold back a thirteen-year-old girl who is actually tall for her age. So he just rode in her pocket, curious to see how fate would work this out.

Winter knelt beside Leven and touched him. His body was as cold as snow. She felt him shivering.

“Lev,” she whispered.

He moaned louder.

“Lev, wake up, it’s me,” she said even louder.

Leven turned and looked at her. His eyes were black and in the whites of them she could see dark images floating back and forth. Winter gasped and drew back. Leven glared at her hatefully. He was not himself.

“I’m worthless,” he whispered bitterly. “Don’t you understand?”

“Let him be,” Geth said. He—”

The ground shook.

“What was that?” Winter asked.

Geth stood as tall as he could in her pocket and looked around. The earth hissed. Winter turned to see the end of the bridge they were under lifting upward. The structure groaned and wailed as bolts sheared off and welds began to snap. Winter could see the ground rise and recognized what was happening.

“It’s back,” she yelled.

“Back?” Geth hollered.

In the distance Winter could see a gigantic mound forming to the left of her and another to the right. Two more heaved up behind her. She struggled to pull Leven up. He stared blankly at her as the entire earth seemed to mound up and take shape around them.

“Wake up!” Winter yelled.

Leven blinked dumbly. Clover materialized, clinging to the front of Leven, and took a little too much pleasure in slapping Leven awake.

“Wake up,” Clover screamed. “We’ve got to get out of here!”

The end of the bridge heaved upward and began to roll toward them. Winter took Leven by the hand and pulled him to his feet, and the two of them began running. She bolted into the trees, dragging Leven behind her, just as the avalands rose out of the earth and took full shape. There seemed to be hundreds of them this time, pushing up from the bottom of the river and covering the entire prairie like an eruption of gigantic, mutant groundhogs, beating their scaly chests and stamping their fat legs. They were spewing mud and raging.

Winter dodged trees and jumped over bushes with Leven in tow. At each step Leven became more and more conscious of his surroundings. He could see Winter pulling him and recognized clearly that they were in real trouble. The earth roared. Clover was clinging to Leven’s neck and watching out behind them all as he bounced up and down. He could see great mounds of rock and earth surging from the ground and galloping toward them. There were too many avalands to count. Some stood on their back legs and roared as others lowered their heads and charged after Leven, Winter, Geth, and Clover. It looked as though the whole planet was rolling toward them.

As the avalands reached the trees some blasted through, snapping entire trees and sending splintered limbs and branches everywhere. Most of the beasts dived deep into the earth before they reached the trees and burrowed swiftly in the direction of Leven and Winter.

“Where are we going?” Geth hollered to Winter.

“I don’t know for sure,” she hollered back. “There’s a cliff out this way. Lev used it to destroy one last night.”

“Amazing,” Geth commented as if this were all sort of exciting. “I don’t think I’ve ever met someone who’s killed an avaland. To be honest with you I didn’t think it was possible,” he yelled.

“Great,” Winter huffed, sweat pouring from her forehead. “Interesting and all,” she screamed, “but we’re about to be eaten by dirt!”

“Amazing,” was Geth’s only reply, as he tucked himself deeper into Winter’s pocket.

Winter had no idea what she was doing. Her only thought was to try to do what Leven had successfully done the night before.

“Run faster,” Clover yelled, still clinging to Leven’s head. “They’re right behind us.”

Leven was now thoroughly awake. He picked up his speed, and in a few strides he passed Winter and began pulling her along.

“This isn’t going to work,” Leven yelled. “There are too many this time.”

The world continued to mound up behind them as the avalands thundered closer, the sound of crumpling earth rumbling across the prairie. Winter and Leven could feel themselves being lifted up by the approaching avalanche of dirt.

“The cliff is just up there,” Winter screamed.

Leven looked forward and could see the ridge that led to the steep drop off. He held tightly onto Winter’s hand. Just before they would have plunged over the cliff they jumped to the side and rolled away from the edge, their hands and knees scraping across dirt. Winter looked up, expecting to see at least a few avalands fly past them and over the cliff. But apparently these were wiser than the one who had pursued them the night before.

Not a single beast flew off or out of the cliff. Instead, the entire herd thundered to a halt and began to circle Leven and Winter. Ring after ring of huge earthen beasts surrounded them, creating what looked to be a small, circular mountain range. The hideous beasts stamped the ground and blew mud from their mouths and nostrils, focusing their fiery eyes on the two helpless kids.

Leven held Winter’s hand and the two of them faced the raging circle. Hearts racing and breathing heavily, they stared at the unbelievable sight and the impossible odds. They were ringed in.

“We’re dreaming, right?” Leven exclaimed. “Please say we’re dreaming.” The fear inside of him was so strong it was almost paralyzing.

“I don’t think so,” Winter answered, her back to Leven’s as they cowered in the face of the menacing ring. Her hair was all over, and she looked paler than usual under the partial moon.

“This isn’t possible,” Leven insisted.

“There’re too many of them,” Winter said.

As if on cue, the beasts all began to groan and shake. Then, one by one, domino-like, each mound began to bleed into the mound next to it, forming a gigantic ring of earth that towered over Leven and Winter.

“Is this good or bad?” Winter asked, breathing deep.

Leven would have replied, but he became distracted by the end of the coil of dirt as it took on the shape of a giant serpent’s head, displaying its massive fangs. The snake was coiled in concentric circles, and the moonlight reflected dully off its scaly skin. Rings away, the beast lifted its massive tail and rattled it. The noise was deafening.

“You’ve got to be joking,” Leven said desperately, his brown eyes as wide open as they could be.

“What do we do?” Winter cried.

The humongous snake lifted its hideous head high and hissed. A long dusty tongue whipped out and back—Leven and Winter could feel the wind from it as it snapped inches away from them. The snake rose higher and, like lightning, thrust its massive open mouth down toward its victims. Winter and Leven leaped to one side just in time. The snake recoiled and hissed again, its monstrous tongue flicking in and out, its beady black eyes focused directly on them.

“Let’s get out of here!” Leven cried.

He pulled Winter by the hand and ran directly at the coiled body of the snake. He pushed her up and onto the serpent’s back, and she pulled him up after her. The snake writhed, recoiled, and struck at them again, but they had already jumped to the next coil and the beast bit into his own dirty skin. Enraged, the giant serpent thrashed to uncoil itself, flinging Leven and Winter off its back, away from the cliff and back toward Burnt Culvert.

They hit the ground running and took off like there was no tomorrow, which certainly could have been the case, seeing as how the very dirt of the earth was out to get them.

Tucked down in the hood of Leven’s sweatshirt, Clover peeked out at the snake behind them. In a few moments the snake had straightened itself out and was slithering across the prairie behind them with one objective: to devour Leven and Winter.

Leven spotted a chain-link fence in the distance, the length of it glistening in the soft light of the slight moon. It was a high fence with three strands of barbed wire running along the top of it. It struck Leven that if they could get over that fence the snake might not be able to get them. It wasn’t a perfect plan, but it is very hard to think up great plans when enough earth to fill ten football stadiums is slithering after you at the speed of dirt. Leven looked behind him, amazed at how close the serpent was.

“Get ready to climb,” he yelled at Winter.

She, of course, was already pretty sure what Leven was thinking and was mentally ready to scale the fence as fast as possible. Leven pulled off his sweatshirt as he ran. He reached the fence and sprang up toward the top, scrambling to get higher. He frantically tossed his sweatshirt over the barbed wire and laid his body on it. He glanced down to see how close Winter was. She was not only close, she was right behind him on the fence.

“Climb up my back,” he shouted. She did so and went over him and dropped to the other side of the fence. She put up her arms to catch Leven as he followed her, but he landed heavily next to her, sprawling onto the hard ground.

“Nice catch,” he grunted, trying to retrieve the breath that had been knocked out of him. He wanted to lie there and moan for a few minutes, but he had his life to worry about.

They scrambled to their feet and watched through the fence as the huge snake slithered to a stop. It raised its head and hissed madly at Leven and Winter, its fiery eyes burning in the dark night. The snake tried to roll itself over the fence but the sharp barbwire sliced its stomach and gave it pause.

It hissed violently again.

Leven wiped his forehead and tried to catch his breath. He wondered why Winter was yelling in a muffled voice and was startled to turn and see that she wasn’t saying anything.

“Who’s saying that?” Leven asked.

“I think it’s Clover,” Winter said, equally out of breath.

“Clover,” Leven yelled. “Where are you?”

Winter pointed toward Leven’s sweatshirt that was still snagged on top of the wire. It was hanging down, and there was a wad of something in the hood, which was swinging back and forth.

“He’s in there?” Leven asked, panicked.

“He must have been in your hood,” Winter breathed.

The huge head of the serpent lifted and swung from left to right. It was only a few inches away from the sweatshirt.

Leven almost asked Winter what they should do, thus opening up the philosophical debate over whether they should attempt to get Clover or try to save themselves. Leven could see decent arguments on both sides. They could be snatched off the fence by the snake as they tried to untangle Clover, making their efforts in vain. Plus, one could argue that Clover was here to save Leven, and Clover himself would insist that Leven leave him and save himself. Of course, Leven had grown to sort of like the little guy, and in all honestly he couldn’t bear to just leave him for dead. These are thoughts and things that almost happened. What transpired in earnest, however, was that while thoughts such as those were racing through Leven and Winter’s heads, the fat serpent shoved his huge face straight down into the ground and began tunneling under the fence. It all happened so fast Winter and Leven hardly had time to gasp.

Leven looked toward his Wonder Wipe sweatshirt as it hung there with Clover trapped inside. Before he could climb for it, the earth opened up beneath him, and the gaping mouth of the beast rose straight around Winter and him. The snake clamped its jaw shut, capturing them.

Instantly, it was pitch black and dirt filled Leven and Winter’s noses and mouths. The snake writhed and moved the muscles in its throat to swallow. It felt like a tremendous vacuum trying to pull them down.
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The huge serpent whipped its ugly head back and up. Then with irresistible force it shoved its face into the ground. The big head penetrated the earth, taking Leven and Winter and Geth with it. The rest of his long body followed, slithering down into the dirt as if it were a noodle being slurped up by mother earth.

In less than thirty seconds the scene was completely quiet: quiet except for the worried questioning of poor Clover trapped in the hood of a tangled sweatshirt at the top of a fence.

“Guys?” Clover laughed. “Ha, ha, I get it. Trap poor Clover.”

Silence.

“Hey, is everything okay? Very funny. Guys? Winter? Lev? Toothpick?”

The moon grew fuzzy, and the night went on as if nothing unusual had happened at all.
  

Chapter Twenty-Two

Swallowed Whole and Alive
 

In the darkness of the snake’s mouth, Leven couldn’t see a thing, but he could feel plenty. Winter was screaming and he could feel her kicking madly. He could also feel the muscles of the great snake working to move them deeper into its belly, massaging them into its stomach. Thick mucus coating the snake’s mouth and throat made it impossible to resist and they moved steadily downward. In their struggle they had created enough air pockets to still have a little oxygen to breathe. It wouldn’t last long.

Everything swirled and twisted as the huge serpent continued to bore deeper into the ground.

“He’s crushing me!” Winter screamed. “I can’t breathe!”

“Push out!” Leven yelled.

“It’s too heavy.”

The muscles surged and rolled, squeezing them deeper into the snake. Each squeeze left them with less and less of the hot air to breathe. Eventually the snake leveled out and began to slow down. At what felt like somewhere near the center of the earth it finally stopped completely. There it wriggled Leven and Winter down farther into its belly to begin digestion. Leven had a small air pocket in front of him and Winter had a slightly bigger one for her. They both were struggling to even breathe. They knew their oxygen wouldn’t last much longer.

“Why’d he stop?” Winter whispered, the air deathly quiet except for their breathing. The beast’s hot belly smelled of sweat and dirt and decaying flesh.

“I have no idea,” Leven whispered back, scared to death.

“He’s resting,” Geth spoke up. “He’ll lie here until we’re digested.”

“Who said that?” Leven asked in shock, not having yet been introduced to Geth.

“That’s Geth,” Winter cried.

“Geth’s here?” Leven asked in amazement. “Where?”

“In my pocket,” Winter choked. “He’s a . . . toothpick.”

There is nothing quite as painful as a truly awkward silence.  If you have fallen in love and you tell the object of your affection how you feel and she simply stares at you, the air still and empty, that’s awkward.  Perhaps you finally get up the nerve to ask your boss for a raise and after you muster the courage to blurt out your request he lets it just hang there in the open air.  That can be an awkward silence as well.  But for some reason both those examples pale in comparison to the kind of uncomfortable silence a person might experience when trapped in the stomach of a colossal earth snake, miles under the ground, where there is nothing but total darkness and the sound of your own self taking your final hot breaths of musty, stale air, after you’ve just received news that the one person who you believe could save you because he is so big and powerful is hiding out in the pocket of a friend as a . . . toothpick.

“A toothpick?” Leven gasped.

“For the time being,” Geth replied. “I won’t always—”

“The Geth we were searching for is a toothpick?” Leven interrupted, still in complete shock.

“He is,” Winter breathed hard.

Leven wished he could turn his head to scream, but the walls of the snake’s belly held him so tightly he couldn’t even wiggle his toes.

“A toothpick is going to save us?”

“Fate will figure this out,” Geth said without emotion.

“Fate?” Leven came undone. “That’s your plan, to wait for fate?” The claustrophobic conditions were too much to bear.

“There is wisdom in—”

“There’s no air,” Leven yelled. “I have got to be dreaming this,” he rambled, anxiety now totally overcoming him. He began talking to himself. “It is impossible for giant dirt clods to turn into a snake and swallow me and take me to the center of the earth with a toothpick and a girl who can . . .” Leven stopped himself to think. “Winter,” he whispered, “Can’t you freeze this thing?”

“What good would that do?” she moaned. “We would just be really cold and stuck in a frozen snake.”

Leven closed his eyes, which really wasn’t necessary due to the dark, and thought. Nothing came to him. He tried to manipulate the will of the snake, but no matter what he thought or concentrated on, nothing happen. Then, it hit him. His eyes jumped open.

“Freeze me!” Leven blurted.

“What?” she said in disbelief.

“Freeze me solid.”

“No way, I can’t see how—”

“Listen,” Leven interrupted again. “You and your half-brained attempts are part of why we are in this mess and if you can’t do what I ask just say so, and you and your dumb little toothpick and ratty blonde hair can live happily ever after in this grave.”

Leven’s tactic worked.

“If you’re going to be a jerk about it, I’ll gladly freeze you,” Winter seethed. She simply thought it and it was done.

Leven was now a block of human ice.

“I hope he knows what he’s doing,” Geth commented.

Winter began to cry.

“It’ll be okay,” Geth tried.

She was about to point out how hopeless their cause was, but she was stopped by the snake’s movement. It twisted a bit and rolled its stomach. The chunk of ice inside of it was making the poor beast uncomfortable. It slithered and rocked, turning Winter upside down.

“It’s working,” Geth whispered. “That boy’s pretty smart.”

The uncomfortable snake couldn’t take it. It angled its head upward and began to frantically slither its way to the top, moving at a speed that was at least double the one they had been going on the way down. The movement threw Winter against Leven, who was still frozen solid.

The serpent burst from the earth and opened its huge mouth. It rolled around and began working its muscles as if to gag itself, constricting its body from its tail forward in an attempt to eject the chunk of ice in its stomach. Winter and Leven were squeezed forward.

“I think we’re going out,” Geth observed needlessly.

The snake gave one last gigantic heave, and Winter and Leven were spewed out of its mouth and onto the ground. Leven’s frozen body slammed up against her, remaining intact but giving her a huge bruise up her left side. The two of them were smeared with mud and mucus.

Free of its victims, the snake shook its giant head and whipped its tongue, creating small whirlwinds of dust. It glared at Winter and Leven and hissed loudly, then lifted its huge head and thrust it down into the earth, returning to where it came from.

“We’re free?” Winter coughed, standing up and inhaling as deeply as she could.

“You two did it,” Geth smiled. “Can you unthaw him?”

“I think you mean, thaw him,” Winter said, flipping her hands and flinging gook around. “But not yet. I don’t appreciate people calling my hair ratty.”

Geth liked that.

Winter wiped some of the gunk from her face and spit more dirt from her mouth. She looked down at Leven under the quarter moon and smiled. He wasn’t exactly in a very dignified position. Thanks to being crammed in a snake’s belly he had been frozen in a rather grotesque way. One leg was bent up toward his stomach and the other was sort of twisted and bent back. His hands were in front of him as if he were a very uncoordinated person about to play peek-a-boo. His facial expression was the most unflattering thing. He was bug-eyed, and his mouth looked like a goldfish’s out of water, trying to suck in air.

Winter took Geth out of her pocket to give him a better look. She had never seen a toothpick laugh so hard.

“Should I thaw him now?” she asked.

“Unless you want to carry him.”

Winter touched Leven on the arm, and he instantly thawed. He stretched out and moaned. In a few moments he was a limp body lying on the prairie floor. He coughed a couple of times, opened his eyes, and looked up. He blinked. Winter was leaning over him with her hands on her knees and her ratty hair hanging down toward him.

“It worked?” Leven shivered, looking around in amazement.

“It worked,” Winter smiled, extending her hand and helping him up.

“Sorry about the hair comment,” Leven said. “I just needed you to want to freeze me.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Winter grinned. “I haven’t given it a second thought,” she lied. “So, what now?”

“Is there really a toothpick?” Leven asked.

Winter took Geth back out of her pocket and placed him in the palm of her hand. She held him out for Leven to see. Geth bowed.

“Leven Thumps,” he said formally, “I am Geth.”

Leven didn’t know if he felt worse being in the stomach of a snake miles underground or being on top of the soil and realizing his future was dependent on a talking toothpick.

“You’re so small,” Leven said in shock. “You can’t be Geth.”

“I am,” Geth reconfirmed, giving no apology for his state.

“You’re a toothpick.”

“At the moment.”

“Clover said the fate of our world depends on you.”

“In a sense that’s true,” Geth said humbly.

Leven looked at Winter. “I can’t do this,” he complained to her, his mind still under the influence of the memory of the shadows. “I barely believed in myself when I thought Geth was a great and powerful king. Now, we’re supposed to save the world with the help of a sliver? What are we going to do, poke people? Clean their teeth for them?” Leven’s thoughts were still black.

“Lev—” Winter tried.

“I’m sorry,” he waved. “This is all wrong. Someone is playing a joke on me. Where are the cameras?” He looked around as if this were all some elaborate scam.

Leven turned back to Geth. “Aren’t you supposed to be the one to take us to . . . Foo?” he said sarcastically. “I’m sorry, but I don’t see you being capable of taking us anywhere. If it were up to you we would still be in the stomach of that snake, waiting for fate to figure things out.”

“Fate did,” Geth said strongly.

“I did,” Leven pointed out.

“With the help of fate,” Geth added.

“Fate did nothing. If fate is so great why shouldn’t I just lie here on the ground and wait for it to carry me off to Foo?”

“That would be foolish,” Geth said honestly.

“Arrgh!” Leven hollered, throwing up his hands, the white in his hair bristling. “I can’t do this.”

“Lev—” Winter tried again. “Sabine is—”

He waved her off. “I need to think.” Leven looked at both of them, his brown eyes full of hurt and confusion. “I don’t exactly like being chased by shadows and swallowed by snakes. I told you, I’m not the right one. I’m sorry.” He shook his head sadly and walked off.

“Should we follow him?” Winter asked Geth, her head throbbing.

“No, he’ll find us,” Geth replied casually.

Winter put Geth in her pocket and looked out toward Leven as he slouched away. She sighed and turned to walk in the opposite direction toward town.

ii

“A toothpick?” Leven asked himself as he shuffled across the prairie. “A toothpick? Not even a stick or a log, but a toothpick? The world’s in jeopardy,” Leven mocked. “I know, let’s send an orphan and a toothpick. That should take care of the problem.”

The ground crunched beneath Leven’s feet as he walked across the moonlit prairie. He looked up at the fuzzy moon and twisted to see if he could still spot Winter walking away from him. She was long gone. As he turned back to face forward he practically ran into the tall chain link fence they had scaled earlier. He had been so busy dwelling on his misfortunes, he hadn’t even seen it coming.

“Clover,” he said, remembering.

Leven followed the fence toward the east, wondering if Clover had been able to get himself out. Before long he began to hear the muffled sound of someone singing.

“Forty-seven thousand, eight hundred and ninety pretty nits on my mind. Forty-seven thousand, eight hundred and ninety. Take one out? No! Too full of self-doubt. Forty-seven thousand, eight hundred and eighty-nine pretty nits on my mind. Forty-seven thousand—”

Leven ran to the sweatshirt dangling from the barbed wire and yelled up.

“Clover!”

“Lev?” Clover said, stopping his song, his voice muffled by the sweatshirt he was tangled in. “Oh, great, now I lost count.”

Leven climbed up on the fence and reached up. He tugged at the sweatshirt, but it would not come unhooked from the barbed wire.

“I’m trapped here forever,” Clover lamented casually, as if he were just doing what was expected.

“I’ll get you out. Hold on.”

Leven held onto the shirt with one hand and jumped down. He hung there for a second until his weight caused the sweatshirt to rip away, dropping Clover and him straight to the ground.

Leven got to his knees and unwrapped Clover.

“You’re supposed to be saving me,” Leven smiled, happy to see his friend.

Clover grinned. “This makes us even.” Clover bounded up as if to hug Leven, but he stopped, cleared his throat, and stuck out his hand for a shake.

Leven accommodated him.

“Besides,” Clover went on. “I could have gotten myself out. I was just resting.” He smiled at Leven. “Now, where are Winter and the sliver?” Clover asked.

“I left them back there,” Leven said, pointing, the smile erased from his face. “I’m not going with them,” he added.

“What? Are you crazy?” Clover jumped. “What else would you do?”

“I’ll think of something. Something that doesn’t involve dying,” Leven said bitterly.

“Like what?” Clover said, interested.

“I don’t know. All I’m sure of is that in the last couple of days I have almost been killed at least twice.”

“Wow,” Clover said, confused. “I’ve seen things way differently. It seems to me that in the last few days you were finally living.”

Leven was silent. Clover’s reasoning seemed to hit home. His head was just so full of dark thoughts and confusion. Sabine’s shadows had really worked a number on him.

“I just can’t do it,” Leven finally said. “It’s impossible.”

“Exactly.” Clover smiled, as if they had just had an incredible breakthrough. “It seems impossible. That, Funny Man, is why we must get you to Foo.”

“Funny Man?” Leven asked.

“I’m trying to come up with an endearing nickname for you,” Clover said. “Ever since Winter came and started calling you Lev. I had that first, you know.”

“Well, keep trying,” Leven sighed. “Funny Man doesn’t work.”

Clover cleared his throat. “So let’s get you to Foo.”

“The space between possible and impossible,” Leven said, imitating Clover’s voice.

“Exactly.”

Leven shook his head tiredly. “You’re so agreeable.”

“So will you go?”

Leven sighed. “Geth is a toothpick,” he complained.

“Winter is a thimble?” Clover replied hesitantly.

“What?”

“Oh, sorry. I thought we were talking in code,” Clover shivered. “We have to get back. You’re confused, but you will see clearly someday.”

Leven sighed again. He picked up Clover and set him on his shoulder.

“So we’re going?” Clover asked again, wanting to be sure.

“I guess so,” Leven said unenthusiastically.

“That’s the spirit,” Clover cheered, his robe sparkling under the slight moon.

Leven looked at the moon, gauged where they were, and began working his way back to a girl he still barely knew, and to a talking toothpick that claimed he could save the world.
  

Chapter Twenty-Three

The Strength of Shadows
 

Winter walked quickly through the trees. She had wanted to go around the grove, but Geth had assured her that they would be fine. The landscape was a mess. The ground before her was the very place where the avalands had risen out of the earth and run after them. Trees lay strewn about and dirt was heaped up in mounds all over.

“Where did they come from?” Winter asked Geth as she walked nervously through the trees. “The avalands, I mean.”

“This was the work of Sabine and his shadows. Their touch brought them to life. Sabine understands earth.”

Winter stepped over fallen tree limbs and made her way around the jagged holes in the ground. Moonlight filtered through the blasted trees, creating a pattern of shadows in the dark grove. She looked to the moon, and when she glanced forward again there was someone or something standing in front of her.

Winter gasped, placing her hand to her heart.

In front of her hovered a single shadow, thin and black, wearing a cloak and a hood. Though his face was dark, his evil features were visible—a long, narrow face, a nose that twitched as if smelling something foul, and deep, sunken eyes that glowed against the darkness of its hood. His stance suggested superiority.

“Hello,” the shadow whispered hoarsely. As he spoke his open mouth looked like a hole right through him.

“Hello,” Winter responded weakly, moving to go around him, her heart thumping wildly.

“Do not be frightened,” it said coldly, his voice a hollow echo. “Stop yourself.” He held up a long, thin hand with slim, crooked fingers.

Winter stopped.

“That’s better,” it whispered. “We know you.”

Winter held her eyes down, trying to squelch the fear inside of her. She was having trouble breathing.

“You are not from here,” the shadow breathed. “You are not from here.”

“You’re wrong,” she said quickly, knowing she had been recognized.

Sabine’s shadow placed its hands behind its back and drifted slowly around Winter, looking closely at her.

“You are alone?” it asked.

Winter thought about mentioning Geth, but something held her back.

“I am alone,” she whispered bravely, pushing her hair back so the shadow could see the strength of her eyes.

“Where is the boy, Leven?” it questioned.

“He gave up.”

Sabine’s shadow smiled. “He’s smarter than we give him credit for. You would do well to follow his example,” it exhaled.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Winter insisted.

“We think you do,” the shadow hissed softly. “There is another.”

“Another what?” Winter said harshly.

“Another spirit,” it shuddered.

“There are thousands of spirits,” she pointed out. “Billions.” She turned to follow the eyes of the shadow as it continued to circle her.

It laughed, its laughter sounding like a cold, wicked confession that sent chills down Winter’s spine all the way to the pads of her feet. She wanted to run away, but she felt as if her ankles were shackled to the ground.

“Not just any spirit,” the shadow clarified. “This one is different.”

“Well, I can’t imagine what it would have to do with me,” Winter lied. “I’m done with all this.”

The shadow’s eyes burned. Something in the last thing Winter had said to it caused its dark soul to churn.

“You are Winter?” it questioned in disbelief. “Winter?”

“I’m going,” she said, stepping quickly away and picking up her pace.

Sabine’s shadow didn’t follow. But it watched her as she fled, then it slowly dissolved, leaving nothing but moonlight in the grove.

ii

Looking frantically over her shoulder, Winter splashed quickly across the river and ran toward Burnt Culvert. She wanted to be as far away from what she had just seen as possible. Her heart was thumping even harder than when she had been chased by the avalands.

She reached the edge of town and felt some relief. Winter could see a couple of people and lights and life going on. She ran up the street and stepped into the doorway of a new hotel. No one was near.

“Who was that?” she asked Geth quietly. She had still not caught her breath completely.

“Sabine’s strongest shadow,” Geth answered. “He’s here for me and Leven. They give Sabine the chance to view us from Foo.”

“We need to get back to Lev.” Winter was panicked. “He’s out there alone. Sabine will find him.”

“We can’t stop that from happening now,” Geth said honestly. “It’s out of our hands.”

“But what if we—”

“Leven will be okay,” Geth said calmly, interrupting her concern.

Winter had her doubts.

“I remember him,” Winter whispered. “Sabine.”

“You should,” Geth said, “he tried to destroy you once. Antsel stopped him.”

“How is that possible?” she asked.

“You’ll understand soon.”

“Now we’re heading back to him?” Winter asked, sounding more panicked than she wanted to admit.

“And he’s heading toward us,” Geth said seriously.

Winter shivered. She had more to fear then she had thought.

iii

Leven’s head was clearing, and he was beginning to feel a bit better. It just felt kind of normal for him to be with Clover, heading toward Winter. Clover was right that Leven was leaving nothing great behind. Leven had nothing to lose by following this adventure to the end. He couldn’t understand why he couldn’t get his mind to believe it.

“Want some gum?” Clover asked, reaching into the pouch on the front of his cloak.

“No, thanks.”

“Who says no to gum?” Clover teased. “I’m worried about you.”

“I don’t normally say no, but I’ve been burned by some of your snacks before,” Leven reminded him.

“How was I to know you wouldn’t like the taste of roaches? This is different,” Clover smiled, taking a chunk of gum out of a round tube. He tossed it in his mouth and began to chew.

“Stop it!” a voice rang out.

Startled, Leven looked around. Clover kept chewing.

“Help me. Oh, someone, please help me!”

“Is that you?” Leven asked, alarmed that he couldn’t pinpoint exactly where the cries were coming from.

“Nah, that’s just my gum,” Clover chewed. “It’ll stop complaining in a moment.”

“Please, won’t somebody help me?” the gum hollered. It made a gurgling sound.

“Is that normal?” Leven asked.

“It’s Tarmarts’s argumint flavored gum. In a second it will begin to apologize. It’s a vicious cycle. It’s noisier than complimint flavored, but I like it better.”

“Oh, won’t somebody please help me,” the gum wailed. “I can’t . . . I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. It won’t happen again.”

Clover continued to chew.

“Oh, that feels nice,” the gum said.

“Would you please spit that out?” Leven asked, feeling like the whole world could hear them as they pushed through a corn field toward town.

“No one can see us,” Clover pointed out.

“I still think we should be quiet.”

Clover swallowed it. Leven could hear the gum screaming the whole way down Clover’s throat. “I promise I’ll change . . .” its yelling trailed off.

“See why I think your candy here is boring?” Clover asked.

“I’m not sure I want to go to Foo,” Leven said, looking down at Clover. “I don’t think I’m—”

“Good evening, Leven,” a new, hollow-sounding voice spoke.

“What is that?” Leven asked, thinking Clover had put in another chunk of gum. “Creepimint flavor?”

Clover was too busy disappearing to answer. Leven looked up. Sabine’s strongest shadow stood only inches away from him. Leven jumped at least a foot.

“I’m sorry. Did we startle you?” it asked, its voice seeping from its mouth and swirling around Leven’s ears.

“Not really,” Leven lied. “Do I know you?” His head fogged up, and his mind became stickier than it had been. Leven tried to fight it, but his mind went black.

“We’re meeting for the first time,” Sabine’s shadow sniffed. “We think you need to know something.” Sabine’s shadow smiled.

“Okay,” Leven said listlessly and as if drifting off into sleep.

“There are those out there who wish to harm you,” the shadow whispered.

“People?” Leven questioned.

“That is correct. There are those who would lead you to believe in fables and fairy tales. We are here to make sure you understand how foolish that is—how dangerous that is. People who believe in fairy tales are foolish. Do you understand?”

Leven was silent, his brown eyes clouded over and dull. He couldn’t fight the strength of the shadow.

“Understand?” the shadow whispered again, blowing his words into Leven’s right ear.

“I don’t believe in fairy tales,” Leven said, as if in a trance.

“That’s a good boy,” the shadow approved. “We wouldn’t want you trusting in foolish dreams only to end up hurt . . . or worse.”

Sabine’s shadow was a perfect example of uneasy. He didn’t speak English, he spoke anguish. His vowels made the hair on the back of Leven’s neck stand up, and his consonants sent shivers down his spine. As he spoke, the shadow’s essence swirled around Leven, stealing any hope or confidence from him.   

“You don’t want to get hurt, do you?” it asked.

Leven looked at the glowing eyes of Sabine’s shadow. Its narrow shoulders were crooked, and its wide, thin-lipped mouth was full of jagged, decayed teeth. It seemed to Leven as if he had seen this vision before—maybe in a book, or in a dream, or on a napkin holder.

“Go home, Leven,” the shadow reasoned. “Forget what you have heard—before you make a mistake, before it’s too late.”

“But—” Leven tried.

“No!” the shadow hissed. “You can affect nothing. Remember that. You can affect nothing. We would hate to see you or someone you care for hurt because of your foolishness.”

It patted Leven on the head. Its touch was empty.

“Trust no one,” it whispered.

A low wind blew, and Leven brushed his bangs back from his eyes. The shadow had vanished. After a few moments Clover whispered. “Is it really gone?”

Leven continued to stand there.

“That was a strong shadow,” Clover said, all the playfulness gone out of his voice. “We have to find Geth and Winter and get out of here.”

Leven just stood there.

“That will involve walking,” Clover pointed out, motioning for Leven to go forward.

“He was telling the truth, Clover,” Leven finally spoke. “I don’t belong in this. Someone could get hurt.”

“Truth is so subjective,” Clover waved. “Besides, we’ve all been hurt before. Windy Stein,” Clover mocked, his ears fluttering. “Who does she think she is? She didn’t even try to get to know me,” Clover sniffed. “I would have made—”

Leven’s stare stopped Clover.

“Right, we should get going.”

“You don’t understand,” Leven said seriously. “I’m out. Find Winter and let her know. If she still believes in all this she can take you and that toothpick back to Foo.”

“You are so fickle,” Clover complained. “You’re stronger than the shadows,” he urged.

“I can’t go,” Leven replied.

“What will you do? In all honesty I’m not supposed to leave your side.” Clover panicked. “I’m already going to get it for some of the things I’ve done here.”

“Sorry,” Leven said kindly. “But I didn’t tell you to come.”

Clover frowned. “There’s no way of talking you out of this?”

“No,” Leven answered, his eyes betraying his true discomfort over being himself at the moment.

“Well, I hate to do this.” Clover disappeared.

“Do what?” Leven asked the air, looking around for Clover.

Clover sank his teeth into the back of Leven’s neck and shook his head, releasing tiny drops of fluid that instantly knocked Leven out. A little known fact about sycophants is that they love to serve, but every once in a while, they just plain get sick of helping others. For such times and needs, nature has blessed them with a secret weapon: a venom that knocks out whomever they bite and allows the sycophants to have a little needed me-time. The truly wonderful thing about the venom is that it doesn’t actually cause its victims to sleep, it just puts them in a trance where they are shown pictures and scenes of sycophants and learn how wonderful sycophants are.

Clover released his bite, and Leven dropped to the ground like a sack of potatoes.

“Sorry,” Clover said, pushing on Leven to roll him behind a thick stretch of tall corn. “Pleasant viewing.”

Clover jumped away in search of Winter.
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Winter and Geth weren’t too terribly hard to find. Winter had planted herself at the main bus stop on the main road into town, hoping whenever Leven did wander back she would see him. She was sitting there wishing she had something to eat when Clover showed up. Actually, he didn’t exactly show, but he drew near to her and spoke.

“Miss me?” he asked.

“Clover,” Winter said with excitement, to nothing but air.

“Save the gushing,” Clover smiled, his blue eyes materializing. “I have Lev.”

“Where?” Geth spoke up from within her pocket.

“I sort of bit him.”

“Sort of?”

“I mean, it’s not like I took a chunk out of him. He’s all right. Just sound asleep.”

“He shouldn’t sleep,” Geth said with concern.

“Um,” Clover hesitated. “It’s not exactly sleep. He’s kind of under a spell.”

Confused, Winter shook her head.

“Let’s go get him,” Geth ordered.

Clover hopped on top of Winter’s still-shaking head and gave her directions. It was dark, but they found Leven lying there on the ground, peaceful and quiet.

“He looks so young when he’s resting,” Clover cooed. “He’s growing so fast.”

“What happened?” Geth asked. “Why’d you bite him?”

“He wanted to leave again.”

“Again?” Winter questioned.

“When he got me down from the fence he was ready to dash. But I talked him out of it,” Clover said proudly. “But then he changed his mind.”

Leven shivered and shifted. He muttered something about sycophants being great.

“Oh, I wish I had a blanket,” Clover said in a motherly tone. “Silly me,” he said, slapping his furry forehead. “I do.” Clover reached into his void and pulled out a pretty pink blanket with lace around the edges. Winter smiled.

“It’s my sister’s,” Clover explained defensively.

Winter smiled wider.

Clover laid the blanket on top of Leven, and the lace contracted and worked itself until Leven was wrapped snuggly. Clover continued talking.

“Anyhow, Lev and I were working our way back across the prairie, and we ran into a tall shadow with really bad teeth. I’m sorry. I think even if you’re going to be sinister you can take five minutes a day to floss and brush. I had a short spell when I was a kid when I wasn’t exactly the best sycophant, but I always—”

Winter cleared her throat to bring Clover back to the conversation at hand.

“Oh, yes. Anyway, this shadow was tall and spoke uneasily.”

“Sabine’s shadow,” Geth said softly. “We saw him, too.”

“He started talking junk to Lev about fairy tales and not trusting people. Lev seemed to buy into it, said he was done, and that I should tell you two to go on without him.”

Winter and Geth stared at Clover.

“So I bit him,” Clover added nonchalantly. He gazed dreamily at Leven. “I hope he’s seeing good things.”

“We have got to get him out of here,” Geth said authoritatively. “I think it will help him change his mind once we are on our way. Besides, the time is getting short.”

“Where are we going?” Winter asked.

“To the gateway.”

“Is it far?”

“Only halfway around the world,” Geth said casually.

Winter shrugged as if it were no big deal to travel halfway around the world with a toothpick, a sycophant, and an offing who didn’t want to be there. I suppose if a person had been through what she had been through, they too might not see any great challenge in simply traversing thousands of miles to make their way to the mysterious gateway.

“How are we going to carry Lev?” Winter asked.

The ground began to lightly vibrate and then rumble. Winter’s face turned as pale as new paper. She probably would have passed out, figuring it was a new herd of avalands coming to get them, if it had not been for the low whistle that accompanied the vibrating.

Somewhere in the distance a train was coming.

“Do you think you can drag him to the train tracks?” Geth asked Winter.

“Sure,” she replied. “But there’s no way we’re going to be able to get him onto a moving train.”

“I’ll take care of that,” Clover promised, evaporating into the air.

“I’d help you drag him, but . . .” Geth smiled apologetically.

“Don’t worry about it,” Winter said. She pulled Leven’s arms out of the blanket and took hold of his wrists. She began walking backward and dragging his limp body toward the sound of the approaching train.
  

Chapter Twenty-Four

All Aboard
 

Bennett Williams was a train engineer. He had been one for just over seven years. In high school he had wanted to be a biologist who lived by himself out in the wilderness, observing the living habits of wolves. But then he met a nice girl who didn’t share his dream, so he became an engineer. It wasn’t a bad deal. He got to spend a lot of time by himself, watching the world fly by, and still go home to a wife and family.

At the moment Bennett was hurtling over the state of Oklahoma, pulling fifty cars and two additional engines and whistling a song he couldn’t quite name but thought sounded mournful. He wasn’t alone, thanks to Roy, his fireman, who was sitting in a soft chair nearby, snoring blissfully.

It was well past midnight, and Bennett was making good time. The cab of the locomotive was a bit warm, and it felt good to occasionally hold his head out the open window. He checked his gauges and routinely adjusted a couple of controls. When he looked up, there appeared to be a misshapen cat in a doll’s dress hovering in the air and staring right at him. Startled, the engineer flinched, and the cat thing was gone.

Bennett looked around the cab, his adrenaline suddenly racing. He glanced over at his companion, who was still sleeping. He rubbed his eyes, and when he opened them again, the strange creature was flying right at his head.

“Ah!” Bennett threw his hands up in front of his face to protect himself, but the creature was gone again.

The noise had been enough, however, to wake Roy. Roy looked over at Bennett and blinked. Bennett was still holding his hands in front of him and frantically looking around the cab of the locomotive.

“Are you okay?” Roy asked.

“I’m not sure,” Bennett breathed. “I think I saw . . . well, I was . . . oh, I’m sure it was nothing,” Bennett waved, too embarrassed to explain.

Clover appeared on the top of Bennett’s head, then quickly disappeared. Roy’s jaw dropped as he pointed to where Clover had been.

“What was that?” Roy gasped.

“What was what?” Bennett asked, twisting to see behind him.

“It looked like—”

Clover showed up on Roy’s head, and Bennett hollered. Clover was at the window. Gone. He was on Bennett’s head. Gone. Flying though the air. Gone. On Roy’s leg. Gone. On Bennett’s face. Gone. Clover was appearing and disappearing at such a rapid rate it looked like he was at least fifty sycophants in the air.

Bennett and Roy were swatting and screaming and brushing and stamping. Roy was having the most difficult time, crying and cursing and begging for whatever it was to go away. Bennett was swatting the air around his head and trying to catch his breath.

“Stop the train!” Roy screamed. “Stop the train!”

Both of them were too busy swinging and kicking at nothing to notice the big smile on Clover’s face as Bennett frantically worked the brakes.

Clover’s plan was working perfectly.
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Leven’s wrapped-up heels created a wavy track in the dirt as Winter struggled to drag him across the prairie and toward the train tracks. In the distance, she could see the lights of the engine as it barreled closer. Winter stopped to wipe her brow, and Geth looked up at her from the inside of her pocket and grinned.

“I’m not sure why you’re smiling,” Winter said. “There’s no way Clover can stop that thing.”

A loud screeching noise screamed out into the night. It was high-pitched and sounded like a pack of howler monkeys being slowly squashed by a steamroller.

With its brakes locked, the train was slowing. Geth smiled even wider. Winter tugged on Leven’s wrists and began straining backward again as the wheels of the heavy train screeched in protest at being slowed down.

Winter reached the side of the tracks just as the locomotive came to a shuddering stop. Dust and steam and the smell of burning coal filled her nose and burned her eyes. Winter stopped and dropped Leven’s arms to catch her breath. Her messy blonde hair was wet with perspiration. Winter was standing about in the middle of the train’s length, but even in the dark she could see two men jump out of the cab of the engine up ahead, frantically swatting at the air around their heads and yelling.

“What’s that all about?” Geth asked, peeking out of her pocket.

“I have no idea,” Winter replied, looking down the length of the train for an open car. “There,” she pointed. She picked up Leven’s wrists again and dragged him behind her. The boxcar was high, with an open door that Winter herself could have easily gotten up into, but she didn’t know how to work Leven up. He was a couple of inches taller and weighed at least twenty pounds more than she did.

“Hang his hands on the edge and lift him from the legs,” Geth suggested, apparently trying to think of a solution as well.

Winter somehow wrestled the limp Leven to his feet and stood behind him, holding him up in her arms. She managed to lean him forward and drape his hands on the floor of the boxcar in the open doorway. But they just kept slipping off.

Frustrated, she laid Leven face down on the ground and hooked his blanketed heels on the train and lifted him from his shoulders, trying to push him up and on. It was no use; his limp body just kept folding.

“Can’t we wake him up?” Winter asked as the train began making noise. “They’re starting back up.”

“Only Clover can wake him up from his bite.”

Winter looked around, wondering where Clover was.

“You could freeze him again,” Geth suggested.

Winter shrugged. She laid Leven down with his face up and his feet pointing toward the train. She pulled his arms up over his head and pictured him frozen.

In an instant he was just that.

She picked his rigid body up by the shoulders and strained to carefully lean him up against the train.

The engine whistle sounded.

Winter put her arms around his legs and lifted. It felt as if Leven weighed four hundred pounds. She lowered him back to the ground.

“I can’t lift him,” she cried.

“You have to,” Geth yelled above the noise of the train warming up. 

“He’s too heavy,” Winter protested. “Let’s wait for the next train, or for Clover.”

“No,” Geth said in an unusually stern voice. “We don’t have the time to waste.”

Winter looked around frantically. “I could freeze him to the train,” she said, half jokingly.

“Do it,” Geth said, as the train began to inch ahead. Winter lugged Leven to the couplings between the boxcars. With the train beginning to move, she hoisted him up and balanced him on the hitch and pictured him frozen there. Again, her gift worked perfectly, and Leven was securely attached to the train.

Backing out of the space between the slowly moving cars, she jogged alongside the moving train, glancing at Leven’s face. He looked relaxed despite the fact that he was iced. The frozen blanket wrapped around him made him appear almost cozy. Winter couldn’t help but smile at her handiwork.

“Jump on,” Geth shouted, reminding her that all her work would be for nothing if the train got away without her.

It was gaining speed. Winter ran as fast as she could to keep ahead of the boxcar. She grabbed the door, her feet flying and her hands gripping tightly. She counted to three, bounced her feet, and pulled herself up, rolling onto the wooden floor. Her head was spinning, but except for some sore muscles and scrapes, she was still intact. She felt her pocket to make sure Geth was still there.

“I’m here,” he said as she pinched him.

She rubbed her side where she had scraped it on the train and crawled to the open door of the boxcar.

“Is he still there?” Geth asked.

“I can’t see him, but I can’t imagine where he would have gone,” Winter smiled.

There was a pile of packing quilts in the corner of the empty car, and Winter spread them out to make a half decent bed. She folded one to create a pillow.

“Where do you think we’re going?” she asked Geth as she made herself comfortable.

“East,” was Geth’s only reply.

“Is that good?”

“Perfect,” Geth smiled. “We should run into Germany eventually.

“Germany?” Winter asked.

“Germany.”

“Why?”

“That’s where the gateway is,” Geth said, yawning.

Winter pulled a quilt over her, thinking of Leven still frozen to the moving train. “He did say my hair was ratty,” she rationalized.

Geth smiled.

“Germany,” she whispered, wondering what a foreign country looked like and if they would actually make it. If Sabine was there, she half hoped they wouldn’t. Exhausted, she fell asleep before she could question Geth further.
  

Chapter Twenty-Five

Leaving on a Midnight Train to Danger
 

Winter, Geth, Leven, and Clover reached the town of Cincinnati, Ohio, a day and a half later. Clover had joined the others shortly after Winter had fallen asleep. He would have gotten to them sooner, but he had wanted to hear the conversation the train engineer and his fireman had after they had stopped the train and started it up again. Clover didn’t really think staying for the conversation had been worth it, seeing how the two of them had basically just bawled and agreed to never speak about the incident to anyone ever.

As the train stopped, Winter jumped from the railroad car and carefully defrosted Leven from the train. She warmed him up to his old self. Of course he was still under Clover’s spell, and she thought it might be best to tell him what was happening someplace less public and noisy than right next to the tracks.

Winter dragged him down into a ravine and into a grove of tall, leafy trees for a very pertinent powwow. At that point Clover woke Leven up.

Leven stretched and coughed and looked surprised to see Winter sitting in front of him.

“What are you doing here?” he shivered, his brown eyes clearing just a bit. “I was talking to Clover, in a cornfield at night.”

“Good to see you, too,” she smiled.

“We’re on our way to Germany,” Clover spoke up, materializing in front of Leven.

“Clover,” Leven said happily, the prosycophant visions he had been shown while bitten still fresh on his mind. Clover moved closer to Leven and allowed him to scratch him behind his ears. “We’re going to Germany?” Leven questioned, his face showing how odd the idea sounded.

“That’s where the gateway is,” Winter added. “We got this far by train.”

“Really?” Leven asked, a bit of excitement in his voice now. “I’ve always wanted to ride in a train. I don’t even remember it. Was I sleeping?”

“Well, actually . . .” Clover started to explain.

“What he means,” Winter interrupted, “is that it’s a pity you slept through the whole thing.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Clover protested. “I was—”

Geth cut him off this time. He leaned out of Winter’s pocket and said, “We really do need to get going.”

Leven’s expression changed. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said mournfully. “I don’t know exactly how you talked me into getting here, but I’m not going any farther. I already told Clover I couldn’t.”

“Sorry, Leven, but you have to,” Geth said strongly.

Winter thought that Leven would react harshly to the order Geth had given. Instead, Leven spoke earnestly.

“I can’t, Geth,” he replied. “I wish I were the person you think I am, but I’m not.”

“Yes, you are,” Geth said strongly.

“I can’t put any of you in further danger,” Leven sighed, brushing back his bangs. “If you knew my life you would know there is nothing remarkable about me. I can influence nothing.”

“I know your life,” Geth replied. “I have seen you every day since you were young. I have waited patiently for the time to come when you would be strong enough to enter Foo.”

“You’ve watched me every day?” Leven questioned. “Like Clover? Where were you, in my pocket, bed . . .” he looked at Geth, “holding my sandwich together?” He tried to smile.

“No, I was the tree that stood by your home,” Geth said.

Leven was shocked. “The tree? You lived in that tree?”

“I was that tree,” Geth explained. “Your home wasn’t set down there by accident. I was waiting for you.”

“I don’t believe it,” Leven said quickly, thinking about how much he had loved that tree. “How did you . . . I mean . . .”

“As soon as you left home, I provoked Terry into chopping me down. He took me to the lumber yard. I was taken from there and cut up into a toothpick.”

Leven just stared at the tiny sliver of wood.

“I know Sabine’s influence on you is strong,” Geth said, climbing out of Winter’s pocket and leaning against a pebble by Leven. “He wants to get here so badly, and you are the only one who can prevent him from gaining access to reality.” Geth shifted on his pebble. “Leven, you need to know some things about yourself.”

“This ought to be good,” Clover smiled, sitting down on the ground next to Leven and putting a small hand on Leven’s knee.

“Your grandfather was a man by the name of Hector Thumps,” Geth began. “He made candles in a small shop in upstate Ohio. He was a quiet, kind man who enjoyed what he did, and he fell in love with a girl by the name of Katie.”

Clover snickered.

“One evening after a nice meal,” Geth continued, “your grandfather took his Katie on a walk though the neighborhood. His plan was to ask her to marry him and make him the happiest man alive.

“Hector and Katie stopped on the corner of Elm and Twelfth to watch the sky and marvel at what an amazing world this was. There he reached into his pocket to extract a ring and ask Katie for her hand. Unfortunately, the temperature was exactly sixty-three degrees, and the sky was filled with some pretty impressive shooting stars. They were also standing over the imperfectly joined intersection of sidewalk connecting Elm and Twelfth. The situation was just right, and before your grandfather could pop the question, he disappeared from in front of Katie’s eyes and was swept into Foo.

“He wasn’t exactly happy. Since its creation, many souls had protested the fact that they were brought to Foo. They haven’t wanted to accept their missions. Your grandfather was no exception. He simply wanted to return to the life that had been stolen from him. His talent, his home, and his love were gone. He petitioned the powers that be for some sort of escape, but they knew no possible escape existed. Were there a known exit where beings could leave, then Foo would eventually cease to exist. Almost everyone would run back to what they were snatched from, leaving Foo empty and unable to create dreams. With no Foo, those on earth could no longer dream. With no dreams there is no hope, and mankind cannot survive without hope. Ultimately everyone would perish.”

“I can’t dream without Foo?”

“It’s impossible,” Geth said kindly. “When you sleep or when you focus on what you dream to be, Foo picks that up and makes the imaginable possible. Your dream is caught by a resident of Foo, and he is responsible for bringing it to life. It is a remarkable place, but not all inhabitants want to accept being there. Your grandfather traversed the entire realm, determined to find a way out. No way existed.”

“That’s all true,” Clover said, as if his reassurance would comfort Leven, “I’ve heard this story millions of times.”

“So if my grandfather was stuck there,” Leven asked. “How did I end up here?”

Geth held up his single arm as if motioning Leven to be patient. “After almost a year of searching and hoping, your grandfather finally discovered a way to get out of Foo.”

“How?” Winter asked.

“He gave up,” Geth stated plainly. “It wasn’t a new idea, others in the past and since have tried, but your Grandfather Hector was the only one to ever succeed at it. Somehow he got his brain to believe he wasn’t there. He refused to believe that Foo existed. He just lay on his back and closed his eyes. He wouldn’t sit in a chair, because that would be admitting that chair existed. He wouldn’t eat food or visit with others because in his mind they did not exist. He did not believe, and something in his brain’s chemistry allowed him to fully convince himself. It took some time, weeks,” Geth explained, “but eventually, after everyone had forgotten about him, his body drifted back into reality.

“Your grandfather awoke in the same spot in Ohio he had been taken from. It was almost fifteen months later, but he was thrilled. He ran to his small home only to discover it had been sold at auction some months before and now belonged to a big Italian family. He hurried to his candle-making business to find a closed sign and an empty building. He ran to Katie’s house and there discovered she had married two months previously and was already expecting her first child.

“Your grandfather was devastated. He had been gone for just over a year, but in that time everything had changed. He had nothing left in reality. He knew then that he had cheated fate by leaving Foo. He had escaped his destiny and messed up the plan. He felt he had nothing in reality and began to long for the very place he had just abandoned.”

“He wanted back in Foo?” Leven asked, in amazement.

“He was an interesting person,” Geth answered. “His mind worked differently than most. Suddenly for him Foo seemed to be the only answer he could see. He knew the impossible was obtainable in Foo. And since he felt it was impossible for him to ever be happy without Katie, he believed he could only be well again with the help of Foo. Of course, he had no way back, and as I have mentioned before, getting to Foo is not easy. And it is almost always accidental.”

“So what did he do?” Winter asked.

“He would stand on street corners that didn’t match up for hours and hours, hoping the temperature would line up and the stars would cooperate. It never happened.”

Geth stopped talking to scratch a small itch on his backside.

“And?” Leven asked, wanting to know more.

Geth looked at Leven and smiled. “You look so much like him,” he said, “your dark eyes and the streak in your hair.”

Leven touched his hair, looking confused.

“He was a brilliant man, Leven, but his confusion and desire drove him mad. He did nothing but whisper and think about Foo. It became his obsession. He wanted to return to the very magic he had once abhorred. He studied the things that made a trip to Foo possible. He built mismatched roads and learned all he could about shooting stars and how they occurred. He delved into weather and temperature and tried to determine if it is possible for a temperature to remain constant.”

“Amazing,” Leven whispered.

“Sad, actually,” Geth added. “In his madness he discovered that certain bodies of water had the potential to maintain exact temperatures at different depths. In chasing and detailing shooting stars he formulated a theory that it wasn’t so much the stars that cause the reaction, it was the way the earth responded to them—as if the earth were in awe and humming happily. That hum, he theorized, might be possible to recreate in other ways. This was his most important discovery. He just had to make the earth as happy as it was whenever a shooting star went off.

“Then came his masterpiece. He built a large box out of stone and cement. At the base of the box he placed the dug-up portion of misaligned sidewalks from Elm and Twelfth street, the same piece he had stepped on all those years before. He extracted the pieces and inserted them at the bottom of his gateway.

“He then positioned that box deep in a certain body of water at just the right depth to achieve a correct temperature. Once it was set up, he simply swam into it and stood on the mismatched ground.”

“Did it work?” Clover asked, so caught up in the story he forgot he already knew the ending.

Geth nodded.

“How do you trick the earth into being happy?” Winter asked skeptically.

“You’ll see soon enough,” Geth replied.

“So he made it back in?” Leven asked in wonderment.

“Unfortunately,” Geth answered. “When your grandfather returned to Foo, our world went crazy. No one had believed that Hector had gotten out of Foo, but now they knew that not only had he gotten away, he had gotten back. Foo had been a place where the option of leaving didn’t exist. Daily, two or three people accidentally stumbled into Foo, and they were always told there was no way out. Now, thanks to your grandfather, everyone knew it was possible to get out and to get back in. Accepting fate had been their only option. There had never been much envy and hate in Foo, until your grandfather’s gateway.”

Leven didn’t look proud.

“It is impossible to kill another in Foo,” Geth informed them, “but suddenly there were those who wanted to do just that to your grandfather. They wanted his secret. They wanted to know where the gateway was. He insisted it had been destroyed on his return into Foo, but no one believed him, not even Amelia, whom he met and married when he returned to Foo. Even after he married her he told her nothing. Antsel . . .” Geth stopped to look at Clover.

Clover smiled and blushed at the mention of his former burn.

Geth continued. “. . . Antsel, the lead token of the Council of Wonder, came forward to point out to all that even if a gateway did exist, their role was to dwell in Foo and make the dreams of mankind possible. They had a divine purpose. Sabine, on the other hand, felt the divine purpose was a myth. He believed that mankind could dream just fine without them in Foo. ‘Why should we be trapped here fulfilling people’s dreams when they don’t even realize we exist?’ he would say over and over, convincing many in Foo that any notion of a divine purpose was outdated and foolish.

“When your Grandfather Hector died everyone figured the great mystery of the location of the gateway had died with him, but they were wrong. Antsel had been given the secret by Hector before your grandfather had passed away. Hector had whispered the secret to Antsel because he wanted him to take his child and send him back to reality where he would not be persecuted and could live a life without knowing about Foo.

“The child that Antsel returned was your father.”

“How did he get him back to earth?” Leven asked.

“That is the wonder of the gateway your grandfather built. It remains open in Foo as long as the occurrences are right. If people knew where the entrance on each side was, they could travel back and forth from Foo to reality quite often and fairly easy.”

“Some grandfather,” Clover complimented Leven.

“So we’re heading to the gateway he invented?” Leven asked.

“The very same,” Geth nodded. “Sabine won’t stop until he has found it. He has armies of followers searching for its whereabouts. He wants into reality so that he can rule both. He doesn’t care if the dreams of man cease, nor does he believe that if Foo falls he will no longer have any power.”

“Why not just destroy the gateway?” Winter asked. “That way no one could ever come back.” Her green eyes were dark and serious.

“Antsel tried,” Geth said. “The gateway is protected. It is a law and fact of Foo that that which is truly created can only be taken apart by someone with the same blood.”

“Me?” Leven asked.

“We’re all hoping so,” Geth answered. “You are the only blood relative of Hector Thumps left.”

“And you’re here because . . . ?” Leven questioned Geth.

“I was captured and put into the seed of a fantrum tree. Sabine thought it would destroy me, but I was rescued by Antsel. Antsel in his wisdom slipped into reality and placed me here, knowing that fate would someday see to it that your path and mine would cross, and you would be able to return me to my rightful position and destroy the gateway behind us.”

“Wait a second,” Winter said. “So we’ll have no way back here once we enter Foo?”

“I hope not,” Geth said solemnly. “We must keep Sabine where he is. Foo was not meant to have an exit.”

Leven looked at Winter. Winter looked at Leven. They both looked at Clover.

“Listen,” Clover said. “Don’t worry about not being able to come back, I’ve lived both places, and trust me, you won’t be getting the short end of the stick if you end up in Foo. I mean, candy alone . . .”

“How can Sabine not know his plan would be the death of everyone?” Leven wisely asked.

“Because he is a fool consumed by ambition,” Geth answered. “His mind is not his own anymore. You will understand more once we are in Foo,” Geth replied. “For now just know that the plan Sabine is selling is a lie that will bring about the end of all of us.”

Everyone was silent for a few moments. Geth slid off the pebble he had been sitting on and climbed back into Winter’s pocket. He looked toward the sun. “We have to go,” he finally said. “I figure we have no more than five days before it’s too late.”

“Five days?” Leven laughed. “We’re supposed to get to Germany in five days?”

“If we do our part, fate will help us,” Geth said. “So, are you coming, or does Clover need to bite you again?”

Leven looked confused. “Clover bit me?”

“Only because I care,” Clover explained.

“I can’t see a way out of all this,” Leven said, rubbing the back of his neck.

“Good,” Geth replied as Winter stood. “Let’s find a way to get to the eastern shore.”     

Winter began walking and Geth whispered to her. “We have to keep Leven awake.”

“Why?” she whispered back.

“Sabine’s shadows can only locate him in his dreams. Those of us from Foo don’t dream here, but the shadows know Leven’s dreams now. They’d find him instantly.”

“Keep him awake for five days?”

“At least,” Geth said seriously. “Clover can bite him again if we get desperate.”

“This should be a fun trip,” Winter whispered.

Leven and Clover caught up. The four of them climbed back up the side of the ravine and walked toward the railway station.

It was up to fate now. Of course, it always had been. 
  

Chapter Twenty-Six

Boats Are Too Slow and Planes Are Too Complicated
 

They were lucky to find a train going farther east, and fast. They climbed aboard a weathered red boxcar and rode through Pennsylvania, New York, and Massachusetts.

The landscape was beautiful, but a blur, especially for Leven and his poor eyesight. The boxcar they were in was dark and cold and it rattled uncomfortably as the train flew across the country. Any conversation they had was jittery and shaky. Geth explained to Leven the necessity of him staying awake and how Sabine’s shadows could easily find them all if Leven ever slumbered. It was Leven they knew. Leven was willing to do his part in all of this, but staying awake for so many days seemed almost too much to ask, if not impossible. Thankfully, the cold, vibrating metal floor of the train car helped him remain conscious a lot easier.

In Massachusetts they got off the train they were on and snuck into the car of another heading into Maine, a boxcar full of mattresses.

“This isn’t fair,” Leven complained.

“Obviously fate has a sense of humor,” Geth smiled.

Leven stood up through New Hampshire and was contemplating lying down, despite the shadows, as they crossed into Maine and they all got off. From there they caught a ride in the back of a produce truck, which moved them all the way to the shore and a nice town called Cape Porpoise.

Their spirits were pretty high, what with fate helping them out so generously, but when they reached the actual coastline of Maine and looked out at the endless ocean they suddenly became more than a little discouraged. The water stretched out forever.

“It’s huge,” Winter gawked.

“You can’t even see the other side,” Clover worried.

“It’s impossible,” Leven said. “All that water, and, I’ve got to tell you, I’m tired.”

“None of that,” Geth chastised. “There has to be a way.”

The four of them had done nothing but discuss what their options were for the last two days, that and work to keep Leven awake. They couldn’t take a plane because they didn’t have money. Leven suggested he try and manipulate fate so someone would give them some money, but that still left them as minors trying to buy tickets to cross the ocean. It was also true they didn’t have passports or the papers and time to procure them. So flying seemed out of the question. The option of getting on a boat was considered, but that had some of the same problems as flying. Even if they were able to stow away on a ship it would take too long to get there and, according to Geth, time was of the essence.

Leven always got just a little frustrated when Geth talked about time running out. If time were so incredibly important, why didn’t the great toothpick offer suggestions that might speed things up, instead of sitting back and waiting for fate to take a hand?

“What are we going to do?” Winter moaned. “Two kids, a toothpick, and a stuffed animal against the entire Atlantic ocean.”

“Maybe we should eat something,” Clover suggested, ignoring the crack about him being a stuffed animal. He had been making that same suggestion for the last half of the day.

“Maybe we should sleep a bit,” Leven said.

“I don’t think so,” Winter and Geth said together. “I wouldn’t mind eating, though,” Winter added.

Leven could feel the air thinning. He rubbed his eyes, hoping he might be able to see something. His mind cleared. His gift of being able to see and manipulate things was not all that dependable, and he felt he made a rather pathetic offing. At the moment, however, his gift seemed to be kicking in. His eyes burned gold. He could see lights and movement. A large picnic was in full swing. He could see Winter and him filling their plates with food from a table and sitting down to eat. He could also see a church next to a flagpole and flag.

“I know where some food is,” Leven announced. “Look for a church around here with a flagpole.”

They all turned from facing the ocean and wandered into Cape Porpoise. Winter spotted the steeple of a white church, and in no time Leven and Winter were helping themselves to food served by a noisy bunch of Baptists at their October-blessed celebration.

ii

Sabine was agitated, and his brain raced, and his body twitched. His shadows had lost Leven. He had called them all home to assess how their search was going, but when he sent them back out, Leven was gone. They searched the entire state of Oklahoma. Nothing. They were now working their way through the surrounding states, but so far there had been no sign of Leven’s dreams.

“Where are you, Leven Thumps? You can’t stay awake forever. And Geth?” Sabine seethed. “I thought I destroyed you long ago, yet here you are again.” Sabine twitched. “And Winter,” he slurred. “It looks as if we will meet again.”

Sabine ran his thick bumpy tongue over his small teeth. He knew there was a possibility that Leven had truly given up, but he could not take that chance. Sabine also knew that if Leven had not given up he was probably heading toward the gateway. But since the gateway’s location was unknown to anyone besides Geth, that information did Sabine little good.

Sabine inhaled, and like bats returning to their cave, his shadows filled the arches and open ways of his castle, cramming the halls and ceilings.

His spirits whispered, “We’ve failed. We’ve failed. Nothing.” They swirled around, hissing hideously and berating themselves.
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No good news. The only hope Sabine now had was to find the gateway himself. The very idea seemed impossible, which was quite a contradiction to the spirit of Foo. But creatures and men of all breeds, under Sabine’s command, had searched high and low for the opening in Foo, and nobody had ever discovered it. The search had revealed nothing. Sabine was still no closer to knowing where or even what the gateway was. He glowered, his evil mind searching for the solution. Only Leven Thumps possessed the power to destroy his dream.

A strong dark dream pushed in from reality and caught Sabine’s attention. It jolted him up and backlit his features. His breathing slowed as he closed his eyes. Someone in reality was dreaming the foulest of dreams, and Sabine’s soul had intercepted it. Sabine could see everything this person was dreaming. He manipulated the images to make the plot and outcome of the dream even more selfish and to satisfy his own greed. Sabine took the things he saw and twisted them into thoughts he could use. Then he opened both his hands so that his palms were facing upward, flipped his hands over, and sent the sordid dream flying back into reality.

The images Sabine had intercepted and manipulated had given him pause. A thought struck him, and his face broke into an evil smile. He stood, threw on his cloak, and stormed from his chambers. He needed to visit someone immediately.

iii

Leven had never tasted anything better than the food the First Baptist Church of Cape Porpoise had put out for their third annual October-blessed celebration. The corn on the cob was so buttery, the potato salad so tasty, and the pie so thick that Leven felt as if he had died and gone to culinary heaven. Likewise, Winter was helping herself to as much food as she could get her hands on. She had an entire half a watermelon and two of the thickest, most scrumptious burgers she had ever tasted. Clover circulated invisibly, snacking off everyone’s plate. Geth pouted and complained about how fate should have given him a form that could digest food. He also went on and on about how time was growing short. Enjoying their feast, Leven and Winter ignored him.

“This isn’t so bad,” Winter smiled at Leven as she prepared to gnaw on a huge, butter-soaked cob of corn.

“I’ve never had food like this,” he replied.

The folks putting on the event seemed like pretty nice people; they just kept cooking food and putting out more chips and soda. The bowery next to the church was packed. Leven felt like nobody would notice him and Winter in such a big crowd. He was wrong.

A tall woman with big hips and pushed-up hair noticed them and approached.

“Well, hello,” she said. “Are you two getting enough to eat?”

Leven and Winter nodded, fearful of being discovered to be intruders.

She studied Leven’s face. “You look familiar, young man, but I’m not sure I know who you are. Are you two members of our congregation?”

Leven shook his head no. “We go to the Fourth Baptists,” he lied.

“Oh, I see,” the woman smiled. “Well, I can’t help but think how I’ve seen you before,” she said, pursing her lips. She looked closely at the white streak in Leven’s hair. She reached out to touch it and then stopped herself.

“I have a really average face,” Leven tried.

“What do they call that?” she asked, ignoring his response and pointing at the stripe in his hair.

“It’s a skunk spot,” Leven answered. “I got it when I was four.”

“I think I’ve seen your picture on TV,” she said.

Leven began to panic. To the best of his knowledge he had never been on TV, but his knowledge was off. He didn’t realize that his picture had been on a number of TV stations just recently. Apparently his house being frozen and dropped to the ground was of some interest to some people. There was even a reward being offered for finding Leven. National Enquirer had picked up on the story and spread it across the entire country.

The woman’s tiny eyes widened. “Do you have family in Oklahoma?” she asked.

“No, ma’am,” Leven lied nervously.

“Well,” the woman said, retreating and wearing a strained smile, “you youngsters enjoy yourselves. There’s plenty of food.”

Once she was twenty paces away she took off quickly.

“I think I must have been on TV,” Leven whispered to Winter, squinting and trying to see what the woman was doing now. “That lady seemed to recognize me. We’d better get out of here.”

Winter looked at her remaining food and frowned.

“Take it with you,” Leven insisted, watching the woman talk to a couple of men over by the church. They all looked in the direction of Leven and started to walk over.

Leven pulled Winter up and glanced around for the best way out. The men started moving faster toward them. “Let’s go!”

“That’s what I’ve been saying,” Geth said.

Leven dragged Winter through the crowd and directly across the path of some children having a sack race. They jumped over a low hedge and into the church parking lot.

“Hold up!” one of the men running after them yelled.

That was their cue to stop holding back. They dashed out onto the main street and in the direction of the shore.

“Where are we going?” Winter yelled.

“I have no idea,” Leven yelled back.

“That’s the spirit,” Geth cheered, happy that Leven was simply traveling by fate.

“Clover, are you here?” Leven hollered.

“Right on top of your head,” he hollered back.

“Is anyone following us?” Leven yelled.

Clover turned to see the two men still pursuing them. Behind them a couple of other people were piling into a car.

“Yes,” Clover said. “Quite a few actually.”

Leven glanced back. “Run!” he hollered to himself as much as anyone.

The four of them ran—well, actually, the two of them ran and Geth held tight in the front pocket of Winter’s blue shirt while Clover bounced up and down on Leven’s head.

“Around there,” Leven pointed, indicating a narrow, empty street to the left.

They turned the corner, hopped two fences, and crawled under a long semi-truck that was parked, delivering cheese to a tiny café. Leven stopped behind the store to catch his breath.

“What did she mean she saw you on TV?” Winter asked, fairly breathless herself.

“I have no idea,” Leven huffed and puffed. “Maybe Terry and my aunt have a warrant out for me or something.”

A nicely dressed young man in a red convertible pulled to the curb on the street next to where Leven and Winter were resting. He checked out his reflection in the rearview mirror, then hopped out of the car. He glanced over at Leven and Winter and sneered as if they were trash. Leven looked at himself and wondered how anyone could think anything else. His dark hair was a mess and hanging in his face, his clothes were dirty and ripped, and his hands were filthy. It’s not easy trying to stay clean while on the run. Winter looked even worse than Leven. Her blonde hair was always a mess, but now it was the kind of mess other hair would tell horror stories about. Her dirty shirt was also ripped in a couple of spots, and her jeans were torn at the knees.

“I can’t believe what’s happening to our town,” the snooty young man said, loudly enough for them to hear. “It’s a shame.” He walked off and into a store just down the way.

“What a jerk,” Winter said.

“Look at the positive,” Geth spoke up. “He left his keys in the ignition.”

“What good does that do us?” Leven asked, exasperated.

“I’m not sure,” Geth admitted. “It just seems sort of fateful.”

One of the men who had been giving chase peeked over a wall and spotted them. He hollered to those with him, and people began climbing over the wall and working their way closer to Leven and Winter.

“Do you know how to drive?” Winter asked.

“I’ve seen a few movies,” Leven said, scared.

“Then let’s get out of here!” Clover yelled.

Leven jumped into the front seat of the convertible, and Winter leapt into the back. He turned the key, and the engine started right up. He pressed on the gas but nothing happened.

“You have to put it in drive!” Winter yelled.

Leven couldn’t hear her so he just kept pushing on the gas pedal and revving the engine in hopes that it would do something. Those chasing them had cleared the wall now and were just a few feet away. Winter reached over from the backseat and pulled the lever into drive. With the engine revved, the car shot forward like a bullet, tires screeching and smoking. Leven turned the wheel and barely avoided crashing into a small truck that was parked on the other side of the road. He slammed on the brakes and glanced nervously in the rearview mirror. He squinted. It looked like half the town was running after them.

“Go!” Winter yelled.

Leven pushed on the gas again and the car flew forward. He grabbed the wheel and tried to simply keep it going straight. A big bus going the same direction blocked his view and caused him to have to swing onto a side street. The sounds of sirens sang through the air.

“We’re dead,” Leven moaned.

“Just keep driving!” Geth ordered.

Leven flew over the road, his tires screeching and wailing. The sirens got louder as two cop cars roared up behind them.

“What do we do?” Leven hollered.

“Don’t worry,” Geth screamed. “It’ll work out.”

Leven strongly wished that Geth was lying on the road in front of the car so he could run over him. Here they were, flying down a seaside road, going eighty miles an hour, and being chased by cops, and Geth’s way of helping was to suggest that he shouldn’t worry.

Leven blew through an open toll booth and into the beach area. A few people hanging around the shore took notice and pointed.

“I’m running out of land,” Leven said with concern, realizing he could only drive so far. “Even I can see that.”

“Just keep driving,” Geth hollered.

“But—”

“Keep driving!” Geth ordered.

The police cars had also entered the beach area and were breathing down Leven’s tailpipe. Leven steered onto a narrow street and found himself driving onto a wooden pier.

“Seriously,” Leven cried. “We’re out of land!”

“Keep going!” Geth shouted.

Leven looked at the ocean in front of him. His vision wasn’t the greatest, but he could clearly see where the pier ended. His heart plummeted into his shoes. He hated water, and there was nowhere else for him to go.

Clover appeared long enough to scream, “Are you crazy?”

Leven’s reply was to step on the gas even harder. He closed his eyes and prepared to get wet. He couldn’t imagine a worse ending. Geth looked at Winter, and she nodded. The car flew off the end of the pier and down toward the water, but there was no splash. Instead, they landed with a small bump on a long patch of ice that had suddenly appeared.

Leven opened his eyes and smiled in awe, his heart pounding and sweat dripping down his face. Winter kept the path in front of the car frozen, but the area behind she let drop off. One of the two police cars screeched to a halt on the end of the pier and the other slid into the water, lights flashing and siren wailing.

The surface of the roadway of ice was rough, not smooth, as though Winter had textured it for traction. Leven pressed on the gas and the car shot forward on the frozen highway into a bank of dense fog.

In a few moments they were miles out from shore. Leven kept his hands on the steering wheel in the ten o’clock and two o’clock positions, looking as if their very lives depended upon him holding the car straight.

“Amazing,” Clover said, hanging his head over the side of the car, staring at the narrow frozen stretch they were careening along. He could see fish and other objects from the sea frozen in the trail they were traversing. He looked up ahead, seeing nothing but a thin white roadway that stretched out directly in front of them and disappeared into the fog bank.

Winter sat back in her seat, impressed with herself and smiling.

“You couldn’t do this without me,” she pointed out, her blonde hair whipping wildly in the breeze.

“That’s why I sent you,” Geth added.

“You sent me?” Winter asked.

“We knew Leven couldn’t get back by himself,” Geth smiled. “And we didn’t know just what kind of shape I would be in. So we used the dreams of those on earth to help you revert back to an infant. We then came through the gateway and switched you with another child.

“Janet’s not my real mother?” Winter said with shock and glee.

“Nope,” Geth said. “We didn’t want to displace anyone, but we needed you to be here. So we located the worst parent we could find at the time and switched her child with you. Janet’s real little girl ended up in a nice home out in the country with a pony and caring parents. Sorry for all the heartache you suffered, but we could think of no other way.”

Winter didn’t smile, she sighed deeply.

“You chose to do this,” Geth added. “In fact, if I remember correctly, the child swapping was your idea.”

“I suppose I’m happy someone else didn’t get stuck with her.” Winter said, the headache that had been coming finally taking hold.

“Family history is so interesting,” Clover said, butting in.

Winter looked at Leven, who was still holding tightly to the wheel, his foot firmly pushing on the gas pedal. The speedometer needle was as far to the right as possible, indicating that they were going at least one hundred and twenty miles per hour.

“We’re going to run out of gas eventually,” Leven hollered.

“We’ll worry about that when it happens,” Geth said, staying true to his character.

“Just don’t let the ice end,” Leven begged Winter.

“Just don’t fall asleep,” she replied. “It’s going to be a long drive.”

“How wide is this ocean?” Clover asked.

“About twice the size of the Lime Sea,” Geth answered.

“Wow,” Clover said. He turned to Leven. “We really are going to run out of gas, Dog.”

“Dog?” Leven said.

“No good?” Clover asked, referring to the nickname. “I heard someone on the radio use it. I thought it sounded important.”

“Keep trying,” Leven smiled.

Clover disappeared, and Leven sped like the wind farther across the surface of the Atlantic Ocean.
  

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Closer
 

Sabine had to stoop to get through the crooked, old doorway. As he stepped into the ancient house, a handful of his shadows swooped in after him. It was the home of Amelia Thumps, the woman Hector Thumps had married after he returned to Foo. She was also the mother of Leven’s father, whom Antsel had returned to reality shortly after Hector’s death.

Amelia had been a beautiful woman in her youth, a somewhat attractive woman as an adult, and almost an eyesore as an old woman. Her hair was thin and scraggily, and the tip of her lumpy nose had for some years drooped down over her top lip. She wore thick glasses that made her eyes look huge. She was one hundred and fifty-three years old, and she planned to live at least three hundred more. People often wondered what she would look like then.

Sabine had come to visit her, hoping he might extract from her some bit of information regarding the location of the gateway. She had been questioned many times before, but Sabine had the feeling she might be withholding something she knew. The dream he had intercepted and manipulated earlier had given him reason to visit this house again.
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Amelia offered Sabine a seat but he declined to sit, choosing instead to pace as she sat uneasily on a worn velvet couch.

“How nice of you to meet with me,” Sabine said, affecting a civility that was not natural to him.

“I don’t see that I had any choice,” she complained. “Your shadows kept at me until I gave in.” Amelia tried to keep her voice even. She had a lot to hide.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, trying to keep from becoming angry. “Their manners are not always the best.”

“You cast them,” she smiled rudely. “Now what do you want? I’m meeting friends in a short while to make splotch.”

“I won’t keep you but a moment,” Sabine began. “I was wondering if you would mind answering a few more questions about Hector’s gateway.”

“Ha,” she laughed. “There is nothing else to say. I’ve told you everything I know,” she said. “Now leave.”

“In a moment,” Sabine snapped. “Perhaps there is something you forgot to tell me,” he coaxed.

“I don’t know where the gateway is,” she lied. “I wish it had never existed. I wish he had never returned and that I had never fallen in love with him. He was trouble from the start. It took me losing my son to know that.”

“Yes, your son.”

“Hector couldn’t bear to think his son would grow up here, never knowing life outside. Antsel snatched the baby from me after Hector’s death. I should have never let him take him. At the time I didn’t want the reminder. I know now I was wrong.”

“Of course.” Sabine tried to sound compassionate. “But certainly Hector spoke of the gateway.”

“That’s all he did,” she said irritably, knowing she wasn’t admitting anything that most in Foo didn’t already know. “He was mad. He thought he had created the greatest thing since sliced splotch.”

“And after he took your son back, he never used the gateway again?” Sabine asked.

“He claimed he destroyed it,” she whined. “I wish he had never found a way out of Foo in the first place. Lying on the floor like a fool. Disbelieving the very place he later fought to come back to.” Amelia was trying to keep her voice emotionless, but it was obvious she missed Hector.

Though he tried not to show it, Sabine was angry; the few shadows around him swirled and spit. He had one remaining question. “Is this the house in which Hector originally escaped from Foo?”

Amelia looked surprised by the question. “It is,” she said, obviously bothered but trying not to show it.

“Where is the room he laid in?” Sabine asked, a wicked excitement rising in him. “The room he stopped believing in?”

“Why?” she asked, more quickly than she should have.

Sabine’s shadows fluttered. “Show me,” Sabine demanded.

Amelia got up from the couch. “You come into my house and start asking to see things. I suppose if I say no I’ll wake up perched on the Cliffs of Dwell with small children playing behind me—small children who might accidentally knock me over and to my death.”

“I suppose that’s a possibility,” Sabine said, confirming the threat. “Now show me.”

Amelia looked disgusted and confused. Sabine followed her down a dark hallway into the far corner of her home. He knew he was on to something. He had heard the story many of times of how when Hector had returned to reality after losing his belief in Foo, he had gone to the exact spot in Ohio he had originally been taken from. It only made sense that upon coming back to Foo, he might have reentered in the exact spot he had slipped away from. Sabine cursed himself for not putting the pieces together sooner. He had been trying to make the solution too big and too mysterious. But, if what he was now thinking were true, then that spot—in this house—was where he would find the opening to the gateway from this end.

Sabine’s small, coal-like heart burned with excitement.

Amelia was frightened. She pointed to a doorway at the end of the hall. “It’s just a dumb little room,” she said. “He never let me even clean it. I’ve left it just as he left it.” She stopped, hoping Sabine would just look in and then leave. “That’s it,” she said.

Sabine looked at the door. He breathed in deeply, drawing the hairs beneath his nose back up into his nostrils. He breathed out and they reappeared. The door opened without a sound.

The room was brightly lit, illuminated by seven large candles. In the center of the floor was a shaggy thought rug. Sitting on the rug was a table with a clear glass top with thin gold edging. There was nothing on the table, allowing a person to see the entire rug beneath it. The color and design of the thought rug shifted and changed as the thoughts of Amelia and Sabine entered the room. Part of the carpet grew dark while the other yellowed with long orange streaks.

The room was dusty and filled with books, stacked in piles on the floor and spilling out of the tall shelves against the walls. A number of the books lay open. In one corner an old clock struggled to tick, and the only window in the room was open, letting in the scent of a Foo afternoon and adding even greater light.

Sabine’s shadows danced about the room. They had searched this house many times before. As Sabine moved deeper into the room, new, smaller shadows formed as he passed each candle.

“Have you read these books?” Sabine asked Amelia, wondering if perhaps there were clues in them as to the whereabouts of the gateway.

Amelia looked nervous. She pushed her heavy glasses up on the bridge of her nose and stuck out her chin, “I’m lucky to read the headlines on the Scroll.”

“What a waste. Books are for fools,” Sabine said casually. Two of the books that were lying open snapped shut and scurried off as if insulted. Sabine walked slowly around the room, touching things and looking for some indication his thoughts had been correct.

“He spent a lot of time in here?” Sabine asked.

Amelia didn’t answer. She sniffed instead, the tip of her ugly nose twitching as she did.

Sabine touched the walls and listened. Nothing.

“Look all you want,” Amelia said irritably. “What do I care if you take anything. Crazy fool. Just leave the candles burning so your shadows don’t start knocking everything over,” she added. Without excusing herself she stepped from the room, leaving Sabine alone.

“Where is it?” he said aloud, knowing he was closer to the gateway than he had ever been before. He could feel the answer was here. His black soul was sizzling. “You’re here somewhere. You exist,” he proclaimed. “Show yourself,” he challenged, as if the gateway were a being in hiding.

Nothing.

Amelia stuck her head back into the room. “When you’re done talking to yourself, just let yourself out. I’m going to make splotch at Caroline’s. Don’t let the cat out.”

It is hard to feel sinister when a nervous old woman with a lumpy nose is telling you not to let the cat out. But Sabine had enough sinister self-esteem for ten beings.

“All right,” he sneered.

Amelia closed the door and walked to the front of the house. She knew that the cause was in big trouble.
  

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Blown Away
 

Leven, Winter, Geth, and Clover had a lot of things working against them. For starters, they were hundreds of miles out to sea in a car, driving on ice across an ocean that was beginning to act up, and they were running out of gas.

The car began to buck and shiver as it choked on the final drops of gasoline. Geth and Clover had been asleep for the last couple of hours, and Winter had been telling Leven any stories she knew in an effort to keep him awake. It had been days now since he had closed his eyes, and he was beginning to show real signs of sleep deprivation.

“The car is stopping,” he cried. “Please, let me sleep. Please.”

“No,” Winter said, pinching him on the arm to keep him awake.

The ocean around them was moving and lapping up against the bridge of ice that Winter had so ingeniously created.

“I think a storm is coming,” Winter said.

The car emitted one last gasp and rolled to a stop, in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean.

“We’re here,” Leven tried to joke.

The ocean air blew and rocked the car.

“Should we wake up Geth?” Winter asked, looking down at the snoring toothpick in her pocket.

“Why?” Leven asked. “He’d only tell us to wait and see what happens.”

“It’s worked so far,” Winter defended.

“This is working?” Leven asked, opening his arms to indicate the vast body of water they were now marooned in. Mist from the choppy sea began to spray them in the face, making everything wet and miserable.

“Do you think we could get this top up?” Leven wondered aloud.

“We could try.”

Leven and Winter cautiously got out of the car. The ice had amazing traction. Lev inched slowly along the side of the vehicle and back to where the top was folded down. He looked at the ice and marveled. He spotted a sea turtle frozen in the path. Winter was on the opposite side of the car, pulling on the top.

“All this water,” he sighed nervously. “So if you wanted to, you could make this ice go away?” Leven asked her.

“Sure,” she shrugged.

“Don’t you think it’s weird?” he asked, looking around at the ocean.

“What do you mean?” she asked, tugging on the canvas covering the collapsed convertible top.

“Look around you,” Leven motioned.

Winter gazed around at the vast and endless sea. The wind was picking up, and the blue sky was taking on massive gray clouds that looked like fat smoky marshmallows. In the distance, she could see large swells forming. A huge purple swordfish leaped from the water, arched over the ice path, and dove back down into the ocean. Winter glanced across the car at Leven and realized how completely unbelievable it was to be right where she was.

“This is a turn I never saw my life taking,” she laughed. “I was in school a couple of weeks ago, wishing I were a different person.” Winter twisted her long hair and wrung out some water. “I remember when I was about nine,” she said, “my mother . . . well, Janet, took me to a movie. I was so surprised and happy. We had never done anything like that together. Then, we get there and she has me buy a child’s ticket at a child’s price and makes me go in and open a side door so she can sneak in without paying. The worst part was once we were both inside she didn’t even want to sit by me, and on the way home she told me, ‘Get used to opening doors for people. It’s about all you’re good for.’”

Winter’s green eyes looked sadder and prettier than Leven had ever seen them.

“Now look at me,” Winter finally said, hoping to lighten the mood. “Stranded in the middle of an ocean.” Winter smiled.

“She was wrong,” Leven said. “I mean, look at you now. We’ll find a way out of this,” Leven said confidently. “I don’t know just how we—”

Leven stopped to pay attention to the image suddenly playing in his head.

His brown eyes burned gold. Lights and shadows began to fill his mind. Leven envied Winter’s ability to use her talent on cue and with efficiency. He couldn’t even think clearly most of the time, much less put his skill to work. Now, however, his tired head was suddenly clear, and he could see the future. Brighter lights burned within him. He saw they were driving across the ocean with the wind pushing them. They were moving slowly, and Leven let his mind tell the wind where to blow and how fast to push them. In his thoughts they were suddenly racing across the ice faster than they had been going before.

“Lev,” Winter interrupted. She was still pulling on the cover. “I can’t get this roof up without you.”

Leven looked at the car top and thought of what he had just seen. “Kneel on the trunk,” he said excitedly, climbing up on the trunk himself.

They both got on the back and started to pull the top out and up. As it extended it naturally wanted to angle forward.

“We need to bend it back,” Leven shouted above the wind. The waves and the noise were quickly growing louder.

“It won’t close if we bend it,” Winter said, baffled.

“We don’t want it to close. We can use it for a sail that will help blow us the rest of the way.”

Winter instantly understood and began working to free the top. As it came up out of its storage compartment, Leven and Winter stood up on the trunk of the car, and pulled the top back in a direction it was not designed to go. The two side bars bent, and the entire top stood straight up. The vehicle bucked and shivered from the wind.

“We need to bend it back just a bit more,” Leven instructed loudly.

The waves in the ocean were beginning to splash up against the car, making the back end they were standing on slippery.

“Pull!” Leven yelled, struggling to keep his footing.

Winter pulled. Together they were able to bend the top back. It stood at an angle slanting slightly backwards.

“That should work,” Leven said.

They climbed back into the front seats just as a huge wave crashed down and watered them all. Geth woke up and inquired what was going on, as casually as if he were someone asking what time it was on a lazy summer afternoon. Clover woke up complaining. Leven concentrated and could see the wind growing in large gray sheets from the west and flying toward them. Another wave rocked against the car and pushed the vehicle so close to the edge of ice the back left tire slid off.

“We’re going to slide in,” Clover shouted.

“Don’t worry,” Leven hollered back, “hold on!”

Geth popped out of Winter’s pocket, looking excited. Just as Leven had seen earlier, a terrific wind came rushing across the water, from behind them. It caught the jerry-rigged sail and began to move the car forward.

“It’s working,” Winter shouted happily, her hair flying wildly.

“Of course, at this rate it will take us a year to get there,” Clover complained, the gray fur on his body wet and funny-looking. He was wringing water out of the bottom hem of his cloak.

“Don’t worry,” Leven said again. “The real wind is coming.”

The air surged, and in a second the car was flying over the ice path.

“Impressive,” Geth complimented Leven.

The wind was so strong they could feel the back wheels of the car lift off the ground. Leven kept his mind on the wind and the future to give them thrust the entire rest of the way there. Winter, in her wisdom, curled the sides of the ice so as to create a half pipe and made the path smooth. The vehicle surged ahead.

“Can you keep the wind up?” Winter yelled.

“If you can keep the ice in front of us,” Leven replied, closing his eyes to better concentrate.

“You won’t fall asleep, will you?” she asked, concerned that he had his eyes shut.

“I’ve never felt more awake,” he yelled. “But when we reach the shore I might be a little exhausted.”

“We’ll deal with that then.” Winter smiled.

Geth drifted back to sleep as Clover sang to himself until he too was sleeping. Leven looked over at Winter as she rested her head, and he glanced in the rearview mirror at Clover. The sound of the wind pushing them was noisier than the car engine had been, but amidst the noise he couldn’t help but marvel at his life. The waves bulked up and crested all around, and the sky darkened as night came on.

Still, the wind pushed them speedily across the ocean.
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Sabine sat, the candles burning bright, each one growing taller as it burned. The old woman had returned and since gone to bed.

Still Sabine sat.

He was more convinced than ever that he was onto something. This room held the answer and he knew it. He stared at the walls and mumbled about the wait and the value of his time. Books shifted and moved about cautiously, taking care not to come in contact with him.

As the night deepened he began to grow angry. He stared at the candles, their light filling the room. Amelia had instructed him to keep them burning, but Sabine had a sudden feeling in his thick hard heart. He wet his forefinger and thumb with his coarse tongue and reached over to the candle closest to him. He pinched the wick to extinguish the flame. There was a soft hissing sound as a thin stream of smoke drifted up. Sabine stood and did the same to another candle and another until they were all out. The room was dark except for what little moonlight was filtering in through the window. The pale light rested on the thought rug in the center of the room.

He was onto something.

Sabine lifted the glass table off the rug and pulled the rug aside. He stepped to the window and pulled the drapes closed, blocking out any trace of light.

The room was pitch black, yet there on the wood floor, a dim light shone through the cracks in the wood. Sabine dropped to the ground, his hands fluttering maniacally over the floor, his dirty long nails searching for something to grab or pull. He wedged his fingers into a thin crack and yanked. To his surprise the plank came up in a thick, long, rectangle-shaped piece. The dirt beneath the flooring glowed. Sabine’s mouth went dry, his eyes on fire. The dirt was moving, smeared with blotches of red, orange, and green colors, swirling wildly around in circles.

Sabine stared at it in dark awe.

He had found the gateway.

iii

Good things come to those who wait. Patience is a virtue. In time all things are possible. You cannot rush perfection. Blah, blah, blah. Winter thought the drive across the ocean would never end. She was usually the one with the best of spirits, but this was just one long stretch of nothing. Her head hurt. Plus, the wind working at their backs was so loud, a person couldn’t have a calm thought if she wanted to.

Leven had stayed conscious due to his need to stay focused on the future and the wind, but Winter was worried about how much longer he could hold out. Clover had complained and complained about how hungry he was and then they discovered him eating some actual humble pie back behind the seats. They wouldn’t have caught him if they hadn’t heard the extremely humble pie loudly apologizing for its flavor and promising it would taste better next time.

“You have food?” Winter scolded. “I thought you said you were hungry.”

“I’m hungry for other things besides what I have,” he argued back, his leafy ears twitching.

“Well, could you share some of the stuff you’re sick of?”

“Here,” Clover said, handing her what looked to be a square cracker.

“This is it?” she complained. “A cracker? I’m starving.”

“Just eat it,” Clover insisted.

Winter bit off one half and chewed. It tasted good. She stuck the second half into her mouth and did the same. “Do you have any more?” she asked.

“Trust me,” “Clover said, rolling his blue wet eyes. “You don’t want more than that. You really shouldn’t have eaten the whole thing. I thought you’d just nibble a corner.”

“Why would I just . . .” Winter’s stomach started to sound.

“I’d get out of her pocket before you’re penned in,” Clover said to Geth.

Winter suddenly looked frightened. Heeding the warning, Geth quickly clambered out and onto the dashboard. Leven had his hands on the wheel and was driving with his eyes closed, concentrating on keeping the wind coming. His arms were locked into position so that the car traveled straight down the path. He was focusing so intently on what he was doing that he didn’t even hear Winter and Clover talking.

“What was that you gave me to eat?” Winter panicked.

“A Filler Crisp,” Clover said, his eyes seventy percent concerned and thirty percent mischievous. Now even Geth looked frightened.

“You gave her a whole Filler Crisp?”

“I thought she’d nibble the corner. I didn’t think she’d be so greedy.”

Winter’s stomach began to expand and her arms and legs started to swell. Then suddenly, as if someone were inflating her with an air pump, her whole body expanded. Even her hair got fatter. She could feel something coming up in her throat and all at once what looked like shaving cream burst from her mouth and nose, filling the front seat of the car and oozing everywhere. The foam rushed out of her with such force it knocked Clover back and flung Geth up against the front window, where he remained pinned to the glass.

Winter wanted desperately to scream, but her mouth was too busy competing with her nose to see which orifice could shoot out the most goo.

Clover screamed enough for the both of them, causing Leven to take his mind off the future for a moment and open his eyes to join in the scream-along.

Panicked by what was happening to her, Winter momentarily stopped managing the ice path. The frozen road came to a sudden end, and the car rocketed off and slammed into the water. Winter flew out of the vehicle and bounced across the water like a bloated beach ball. She finally settled on her back, bobbing, swatting, and kicking as the white goo continued to ooze out of her mouth and nose. Clover grabbed Geth from off the car’s window and climbed on top of Leven, who was frantically swimming up and out of the now sinking car. In no more than a few seconds the vehicle had completely disappeared under the water, and the four of them were bobbing about on the surface of the ocean.

Even Geth looked a little concerned.

Leven splashed his way over to Winter as she bobbed up and down on the waves. She was on her back, flailing her bloated arms and legs about wildly, while white foam continued to spew from her mouth and nose, making her look like a marshmallow fountain. Her green eyes were wide with panic and disbelief. Leven grabbed onto her ankle, surprised and happy to find how buoyant she was.

“What happened?” Leven yelled.

“I didn’t think she’d eat so much,” Clover explained. “She’ll stop doing that in a few minutes.”

Leven looked at her as she continued to spout. “I sure hope so.”

“I think the more important question is, what should we do now?” Clover asked.

Leven looked into the distance and wondered how they would ever get out of this. He wanted to simply hold onto Winter’s ankle and go to sleep. He was so tired and too spent to go on. He wasn’t sure he would even care if a shark began to nibble on his legs, as long as he could go to sleep.

Winter’s mouth continued to spew white foam as she kicked and swatted the water like mad. Leven couldn’t blame her. She looked terribly uncomfortable. She kept slapping the water and oozing foam. Each time she turned toward Leven she sprayed foam in his face. Fortunately, the white goo immediately dissolved when it came in contact with the seawater.

“I think it’s biodegradable,” Clover said.

Winter glared at Clover, who was holding Geth in one of his hands while clinging tightly to the top of Leven’s head.

“He didn’t think you’d eat the whole thing,” Leven said, sticking up for Clover, still slightly indoctrinated by his bite. “Besides, Clover says it will wear off before long.”

“Thanks for backing me up, chief,” Clover said kindly.

“Chief?”

“No good?” Clover asked.

“Keep trying,” Leven insisted.

Winter splashed and kicked as if she were trying to say something. She gestured awkwardly above her head with one of her bloated hands.

“What is it?” Leven asked, treading water. He spun Winter around and pushed her up-ocean a bit. He could see instantly what she had been trying to point out. In the not-so-distant distance was a big fishing boat. Winter’s swollen body had been hiding it completely from his view. Leven began to holler and wave as Winter finally began to deflate.

The ship had seen them and was heading their way.

Winter’s stomach began to contract and her arms and legs hissed as they shrank back to size. She was still burping up foam and having a hard time speaking, but by the time the boat got to them she was almost back to normal—well, as normal as a person could be after having thrown up foam for half an hour.

“Bonjour,” a tall dark man on the bow of the boat hollered, then began jabbering in a language that sounded like French. He could tell by Leven’s blank stare that he had not understood. “Can we be of assistance?” he asked in English.

“Please,” Leven hollered back.

The crew helped Leven and Winter up onto the boat and asked them where their raft was.

“We don’t have a raft,” Leven said.

“I thought I saw you with one when I first spotted you,” the captain said.

Leven smiled, knowing that what he had spotted was a bloated Winter. Winter frowned. They both, however, were amazed to discover that they were only fifty miles off the coast of France. They were questioned about how they had gotten where they were, but when they hemmed and hawed a bit with their answers, the captain simply said, “I’ll make you a deal. I won’t ask you what you are doing fifty miles out in the ocean if you won’t ask me why I am fishing in an area I shouldn’t be. D’accord?”

“Deal,” they agreed.

The captain fed them some soup and bread that tasted marvelous to Leven. Winter didn’t eat any due to her recent history, so Leven gladly had her share. Two hours later the boat docked just outside the town of Granville, and Leven and Winter set foot on the shore of France.

“So do you know any French?” Leven asked as they walked along the dock.

“No important words,” Winter replied.

“How about you, Geth?”

“I’ve always wanted to learn,” he replied.

“Clover?” Leven asked.

There was no answer.

“Clover?” both Leven and Winter asked in unison.

Nothing.

“When was the last time you saw him?” Leven asked.

“When we got on the boat,” Winter said. “That’s when he slipped me Geth.”

“Clover!” Leven hollered, attracting stares from the waterfront crowd.

“Don’t worry, he’ll show up,” Geth said. “We have to keep going.”

“This is France,” Leven pointed out needlessly. “Clover has no idea where to go.”

“He’s a sycophant,” Geth said calmly. “They always return to their burn. We have to keep going.”

“He wouldn’t leave you,” Winter said. “I know he’ll show up.”

Leven looked around hopelessly. “Clover!” he yelled one last time.

Nothing.

The three of them walked down a cobblestone street, two of them worried about Clover and all three of them waiting for fate to point out what their next ride would be.
  

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Physical Again
 

Sabine could not possibly have been more surprised by the sudden rush of freezing water. He had stepped into the colored dirt in Hector Thumps’s room thinking he would simply walk out into the world and begin his final quest. Instead, he plunged into water so cold it took his breath away. He tried to scream, but his mouth filled with water. He pushed out of the gateway and swam toward the surface as fast as he could. His dark, wet robes were no longer just a dreary fashion statement, they were suddenly a death trap. He pushed them up over his shoulders and frantically thrashed upward.

It is true that in the eternal scheme of things, Sabine was one of the truly bad seeds. He was totally selfish and as power hungry as anyone could be. He cared not a whit for the soul or salvation of anyone other than himself. He was cruel, looked frightening, and was feared by thousands. His only concern was his own self-interest.

All that aside, he looked pathetic, frantically trying to swim to the surface, like a baby squid flailing its tentacles for the first time.

Sabine came up gasping for air but in a beautiful setting, in the middle of a large lake, surrounded by forested mountains. He looked around. The sun was shining in a perfectly clear, blue sky. In the distance he could see a small boat gliding away from him. It was a scene as picturesque as any that might be imagined. Of course, Sabine hadn’t come to take photos.

He had come to take control.

He dogpaddled his way to the nearest shore, his face a perfect picture of disgust. He hauled himself out of the water and onto dry ground and shook himself like an uncoordinated dog with no rhythm. He bent over to touch again the physical world he had been snatched from many years before. His teeth were chattering so violently he couldn’t fully exult in his triumph. Wet to the bone, he glanced around, trying to get an accurate idea of where he was so he could easily return to the gateway when needed.

He was a stranger here, but he felt invincible. He looked around, understanding that all he saw was real. In Foo, Sabine had control and power over the elements and beings; here he had none of that . . . yet. With access to the gateway he would be able to move freely between reality and Foo—and enjoy the ability to achieve the impossible in a world where all others had limits.

Sabine looked at his own hands. He had not been real for many years now. He was only nine when he had been snatched from reality and sent to Foo. He had been out playing with two of his friends late one autumn evening. He could still remember the sound of crickets chirping and the sweet coolness of the fall air. He could hear their mothers calling them all to come in. They had pretended not to hear, in hopes of playing just a bit longer. So they ran farther down the road, kicking a ball and talking excitedly like nine-year-old boys do. The only interruption was when the dark sky showed off a beautiful shooting star. All three boys had looked up at it in awe.

“Maybe it’s a rocket,” one of them said.

“I bet it’s an alien spaceship,” the other suggested.

They turned to get Sabine’s take on it, but he was gone. There was nothing but empty space above where a sidewalk and a side street came together in an imperfect junction.

That was the last Sabine had ever seen of reality for himself. For years his shadows had scoured the planet at his direction, but their vision and reports were only two-dimensional.

This was what Sabine had longed for. He breathed in deeply, expecting his shadows to rush to him. Nothing happened. He inhaled as deeply as he could and still not a single black patch of shadow came to him. He positioned himself so he could cast a new, earthly shadow. The sun did its part, but the new shadow just lay there, two-dimensional and black. It also vanished the moment he stepped out of the sun’s rays. Apparently his shadow thing didn’t work in reality.

This was a concern. Sabine had anticipated being able to use his castoffs here. Now he would have to make an adjustment. He wondered where his shadows were if they were not responding to him. He worried about it for a moment, then brushed his concern aside, smiling, his tiny numerous teeth clicking against each other. The possibility of ruling everything was finally in his grasp. He could always slip back into Foo and create more shadows. Only one thing could stop him now, and that one thing was a boy by the name of Leven Thumps. Only Leven had the power to destroy the gateway leading in and out of Foo. Sabine knew what he needed to do. Leven Thumps had to die.

Sabine drew his wet robe about him and moved silently through the thick forest of trees and along the shore. He could feel Leven and Geth and Winter drawing ever closer.
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Leven was exhausted. He had not slept for days, and his mind was spent from the effort he had focused on conjuring the ocean wind. He could barely walk straight, and Winter constantly telling him to stay awake put them at odds with each other. So far he was not enjoying France.

Plus, they needed money, so Leven decided to try out his offing gift. He spotted a woman in a shop about to buy a few expensive dresses. He closed his eyes and manipulated fate to the best of his ability. Somewhat to his surprise, she actually decided not to buy the dresses, and when she walked out of the exclusive store into the street, she spotted Leven and simply handed him the money she had saved. Once again Winter was impressed. Sure, it was a neat trick, but Leven didn’t exactly feel good each time he did it. Nor did he have any real accurate control over it.

In all honesty, he had really only been trying to manipulate the woman into just offering them a ride. Instead, she had handed him all her cash. He kept thinking he would someday repay the lady who had bought them food in the diner, the snotty young man whose car they had driven across the ocean, and this woman who had given up her shopping spree to provide for their needs. But he knew that would not be an easy thing, seeing how he didn’t know any of them.

Leven purchased a new shirt with some of the money, one with a pocket in front for Geth to ride in and no Wonder Wipes logo. The shirt was on sale and had the words essuie-tout stenciled on it. Leven figured it was the name of a French rock band or something cool. Winter also got a new shirt and some pants for herself. They felt rich, pulling out all that money and paying the bill. The French clerk had been very rude to them, probably because of their appearance and the fact they couldn’t speak French. But when they showed him the cash, he started treating them nicely.

After purchasing new clothes they took a few minutes to eat at a French McDonald’s. It looked just like an American McDonald’s except the Grimace statue was wearing a beret.

“We’re in France eating at McDonald’s,” Winter said with astonishment, her green eyes becoming increasingly alive each mile of their journey.

“I’m still not sold on this being more than a dream,” Leven replied, his eyes partly cloudy.

“I could pinch you again,” Winter offered.

Leven tried to smile back.

Clover was still missing. Leven wanted to go back to the docks and search for him, but Geth had insisted there wasn’t enough time. After eating, they hailed a taxi, showed the driver the money they had, and told him to drive them as fast as he could across France and into Germany. He insisted on seeing their passports. When they told him they had misplaced them, and was there any way he could get them out of France and into Germany, he asked to see their wad of money again.

He then said yes.

The ride across France seemed to take forever, even though they were speeding a hundred miles an hour across the surface of the earth.

Leven wanted more than anything to go to sleep, but Winter kept him awake by continually poking him and pulling the hair on his arms. He would beg her to let him rest, and she would pinch him in reply. To distract him, Winter constantly pointed out the villages and landscape they were flying by. On a good day Leven couldn’t see very clearly, now as the taxi blew over the road he could make out even less. Everything his eyes took in at the moment was a blur.

The large, happy taxi driver seemed to be enjoying the unusual trip across his country. He laughed and smiled as he listened to French music and sang. Shortly before reaching the German border, he pulled off the road and helped Winter and Leven into the trunk of his cab. He acted as though he might have done this before.

“No talking,” he said, right before he slammed the trunk closed.

“I hope this works,” Leven whispered, scrunched up against Winter in the dark trunk.

“Me, too,” Winter replied.

Geth was tempted to say something positive, but he wisely stopped himself.

It was incredibly warm in the trunk of the cab. It was also obvious, from the stench, that the taxi driver had carried many rank and odorous things in there before. The floor of the trunk was covered with a fuzzy material and worn in spots like knee holes in trousers. Winter hated it, but Leven couldn’t help being lulled to sleep by the steady hum of the tires and the darkness. He had stayed awake as long as he could. Winter kicked and pinched him, but the trunk provided insufficient room for her to really get at him.

“Lev,” she begged, “please don’t go to sleep.”

“Just for a second,” he pleaded.

“Leven,” Geth said authoritatively. “You must stay awake.”

“Sleepy,” Leven mumbled. “Very sleepy.”

He was beginning to drift off when the taxi started to slow down just outside of Strasbourg, France.

“We’re stopping,” Winter hissed.

Leven opened his eyes. As tired as he was, he knew they were probably crossing the border of France into Germany. He also knew that if the border patrol opened the trunk, they were all done for.

“Be really quiet,” Geth whispered.

They could hear their driver get out and slam his door. He said something loud, in French. He laughed and another voice responded back to him. They could hear the sound of keys rattling, and suddenly the trunk popped open. Light flooded in. Leven and Winter laid there staring up at the driver. He was looking in another direction and motioning to someone to come and check the trunk if they really wanted to.

Leven and Winter stayed perfectly still.

The border guard said something, and the driver shrugged and closed the trunk. He called out something loud in French and got back into the car and slammed the door. The engine roared to life, and they pulled forward.

Leven and Winter finally breathed.

“That was too close,” Leven said, his heart still racing.

“So, we’re in Germany?” Winter asked, obviously short of breath herself.

“I hope so,” Geth answered. “We are running out of time. In a short while the lake’s temperature will change, and we will have to wait two months to return to Foo. That’s the very next time the temperature will be right.”

“Two months?” Leven moaned. “What do we do until then?”

“If we don’t make it back now, it’s over,” Geth said. “Sabine’s shadows are too strong. You won’t last another week with them knowing about you. We have to succeed now.”

“We will, won’t we?’ Winter asked urgently. “I mean, fate will make it happen, won’t it?”

“Fate might have something else in mind for us,” Geth answered honestly. “We’ve done our part.”

“Great,” Leven lamented, his right arm asleep in the cramped quarters. He was actually jealous of the sleeping limb. “Now that we are nearing the finish line, you’re admitting that fate isn’t the answer to everything?”

Geth was wise enough not to answer. Winter remained quiet as well. Her head throbbing, she could feel both the ending and Sabine drawing nearer.
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Clover was too curious for his own good. He loved looking in places he knew he shouldn’t. It was a trait shared by most sycophants. So, when he saw the locked door with the big man in front of it at the bottom of the boat, he couldn’t resist taking a peek.

He had waited and waited until the captain came down and unlocked the door. Clover slipped in with him. The room they had entered was small, with no windows or vents, which made it extremely stuffy. Two metal cabinets sat closed against the far wall. The captain opened one of the cabinets while singing a song in French.

Clover gasped.

The captain quickly looked around to see if someone was in the room with him. When he was satisfied he was alone, he shrugged and continued to open the cabinet doors.

Clover’s gasping was called for. The cabinet shelves were piled with jewelry, coins, cups, shields, and other objects made of gold. It was clear to Clover that these men weren’t fishermen afraid of being caught—they were treasure hunters afraid of being caught.

Clover was captivated by the glitter. He stared at it in awe, wishing he could materialize and touch it. The captain closed and locked the cabinet doors and left the room still singing. Clover could have followed, but he wanted another look at the gold.

Once he was alone in the room, Clover messed with the locks on the cabinets, but he couldn’t get them to open. He pushed and pulled to no avail. With no other option, he decided it might be best to just let it be. He needed to get out and find Leven. Unfortunately, the door to the small room was locked. He banged and banged, but the walls were too thick for anyone to hear him.

Taking a page out of Geth’s book, Clover just lay back and decided to let fate take care of him. After half an hour of waiting for fate to do something, Clover fell asleep, and by the time he woke up the boat had already been back out to sea for an hour.

“I bet they’re just sick about me coming up missing,” Clover said to himself, thinking of Leven and Winter and Geth.

A key finally sounded in the door. Clover stood invisible in the middle of the room as the captain came back in whistling. He walked to one of the cabinets and opened it up. It too was full of gold and jewels and all kinds of sparkling things that sycophants are so fond of.

Clover pulled a pout from his void and looked at it in his hand. Pouts are small, bumpy, stone-like creatures. They are the texture of wet clay, with their only real feature being a tiny, wrinkled hole on the top of them. Pouts are native to the Swollen Forest. They are shy little things that are almost impossible to find and catch unless you accidentally step on one and cause it to begin pouting. Clover had found this particular one years before when he inadvertently sat on it. He had tucked it away in his void for just such an occasion.

Clover set the pout on the floor behind the captain’s back. He closed his eyes, whispered an apology, and then kicked the poor little creature as hard as he could. The pout flew up against the wall and fell down between the desk and the wall. It instantly began to pout, filling the room with the sound of sniveling.

The captain immediately turned to locate the source of the noise. As he did so, Clover slipped into the cabinet, picked out a couple of nice pieces of treasure, and shoved them into his void. Invisible, he rolled under the desk, pushed his skinny arm up behind it, and retrieved the pout. He shoved it back into his void just before the captain pulled the desk away from the wall. The sniveling immediately stopped and, finding nothing, the captain stood there scratching his head and wondering if he had gone crazy.

Clover dashed from the room and climbed the stairs to the open deck. He was surprised to not see any land. The sea was blue, and a cool wind filled his tiny nostrils with the smell of saltwater. A small boat roared up alongside the big boat Clover was on. In the little boat was a short, orange-haired man.

“I think this is the spot,” the man yelled up to some crew members. “I’m getting positive readings.”

“Perfect,” a tall, dark man standing near Clover yelled back. “Let’s get the gear and get down there.”

The short man with the fiery hair left the engine of his little boat running and put his foot on a ladder, preparing to climb up to the deck of the bigger boat. At that exact moment the engine of the small boat he was still halfway balanced on suddenly roared and the craft shot ahead.

As his boat pulled away, the astonished man was dumped into the water. The crew of the bigger ship hollered as the seemingly empty little boat made a broad turn away from them and headed toward the French coastline. Their hollering did little good as the boat continued to speed farther away.

Clover smiled as he skillfully captained his first vessel. He turned and looked back at the men still hollering, then faced France and joyfully pushed the throttle down for more speed.
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The black French taxi stopped at a park just outside of Munich, Germany. The fat, friendly driver took all the money Leven handed him and then gave him a few bills back.

“For food,” he said in broken English. “One must eat.” He smiled, patted his stomach, and then drove off.

“What now?” Leven asked Geth.

“We need to get to the town of Berchtesgaden,” Geth answered. “Our destination’s not far from there.”

“Can’t I just sleep for a few minutes?” Leven begged, eyeing a large patch of grass.

“No,” Winter insisted.

“What about Clover?” Leven tried. “Shouldn’t we just lie here and wait for him?”

“Our time is almost up,” Geth said. “We need to keep moving.”

Winter took Leven’s elbow and helped pull him down the street to a train depot.

The train station was large. Inside the depot, huge posters written in German hung on all the walls. Tall tiled columns and long wooden benches occupied the center of the large, open building. A short man was busy mopping the floor in front of the escalator going down to the trains.

“I can’t stay awake anymore,” Leven moaned. “I’m falling asleep on my feet.”

“Just a little while longer,” Geth begged. “This is the last place we want Sabine to know we are.”

They stopped and counted the few bills they had left.

“I have no idea how much this is,” Winter confessed, staring at the Euro money. “It could be ten dollars or ten thousand.”

“Just go to that window,” Leven pointed. “Ask the man for tickets to Berchtesgaden and see what he says. I’ll be sitting right here.”

Winter sighed, folded the money into her palm, and approached the ticket booth. Leven sat down on the long wooden bench and tried to keep his eyes open.

“Stay awake,” Geth warned.

“I will,” Leven slurred.

As she waited in line, Winter glanced back at Leven and could see him fighting to keep his eyes open. She waved to him but he was too glazed over to notice her.

“Guten tag,” the man at the window said, letting Winter know she was next.

Winter stepped up to the booth, trying not to look too nervous.

“Do you speak English?” she asked.

“Yes,” the man replied coldly. “How may I help?”

“I would like two tickets to Berchtesgaden,” she said firmly.

He punched a few buttons on his computer and tapped his fingers. Winter tried not to let her anxiety show, but she knew if the man asked to see her passport she would be caught. She was purchasing tickets to a destination within the country, but she wondered if he might ask to see her papers anyway.

Winter smiled and tried to look at ease as he typed.

“Two tickets to Berchtesgaden,” he said, pulling the tickets up.

Winter felt great relief at simply seeing the tickets.

He told her the cost and held his hand out, waiting. Winter slid all the money she had through the slot at the bottom of the window.

“I’m not good with your money,” she apologized.

He looked at the bills. “It is not enough,” he declared.

Winter felt like crying. Her head had been aching for hours, and she was almost as tired as Leven. She wanted desperately to tell the impatient man behind the glass that she was homeless and had been chased by big clumps of land and eaten by a snake. She wanted to describe to him the fear she had felt as they had driven across the Atlantic Ocean and how uncomfortable she had been, both as a swollen girl with foam spewing out of her mouth and as a deflated girl trapped in the trunk of a taxi. She wanted to tell him about Sabine and how frightened she was. She knew once he had some idea what she had gone through he would simply hand her the tickets, and she could be on her way to the finish line.

But of course she couldn’t tell him.

The German ticket master looked at her in confusion. “Are you all right?” he asked sharply.

“I’m fine,” Winter lied, wiping her eyes and reaching through the slot to take her money back.

He didn’t buy it. “May I see your papers?” he asked, grabbing her hand as she reached in.

“That’s all right,” Winter panicked. “I just need to go recount what I have.”

“Your papers please,” he said more firmly, squeezing her fingers tightly.

Winter was in trouble.
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Leven simply could not stay awake any longer. His head bobbed and his eyelids felt like they weighed two hundred pounds apiece. He could barely see Winter off in the distance at the ticket window, and he wasn’t sure if she was a dream or reality. He closed his brown eyes and that was it.

He was out.

Geth heard the snoring and instantly started poking Leven. Geth pulled his legs together to give him a sharper form and began jabbing Leven as quickly as he could. He climbed up Leven’s face and pushed up his right eyelid. Leven gazed at him as if in a trance. He was completely checked out.

“Wake up!” Geth ordered. “Leven, wake up!”

It was no use. Leven slouched over in his seat and slid down on the bench, snoring with his face in the wood. He began to drool.

“Leven,” Geth begged. “Get up.” Geth thought of Winter and pulled himself up to see if he could spot her. She was still at the ticket booth, talking to a man behind the glass.

“Winter,” Geth whispered, knowing his voice would never be heard above the noise of the train station. “Winter.”

They were in big trouble.

vi

Sabine’s shadows were confused. One moment they were under control and being driven by the very master they had desired to escape. Now, they could feel no pull. Sabine’s departure into reality had cut them all off and left them to be their own beings. They were now free to do as they chose. Of course, shadows aren’t the greatest free thinkers. All they knew was their command to find Leven Thumps. They flew around the earth wild and free, making whatever mischief they wished, happier than they had ever been, and still searching for Leven. Freed from Sabine, their forms became bulky, filling with air and dimension as they swirled wildly. They were no longer only two-dimensional, and they found themselves able to touch and destroy things in ways they had never been able to before. Soon after they were freed, sleep finally overtook Leven, and his location immediately became known to the shadows. Normally they would have reported back and been given instruction by Sabine. But with no master controlling them, they knew only one thing to do.

They needed to get Leven.
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“Your papers, Miss,” the German man insisted for the last time. “I must see your papers.” He was hurting her hand.

Winter panicked and turned toward Leven just in time to see thousands of shadows pulsing though the windows and doors of the train station. They looked like black waters flooding the entire place. She screamed, jerked her hand free, and ran toward Leven.

The small German behind the glass signaled two guards standing nearby and they moved toward Winter. She had already reached the bench where Leven was asleep in a pool of his own drool. She glanced over her shoulder and could see the two guards walking quickly toward her. She could also see about ten thousand black swatches of evil swooping through the station. The shadows began knocking down people and tipping over trash cans and tearing down signs. Papers were flying all over the station and people were screaming in terror.

Of course, people weren’t absolutely sure what they were screaming at. With no connection to Foo, people were unable to see the shadows, only the effect they were having as they flew joyfully through the depot, discovering the thrill of having no master other than their own will. Who knew how satisfying it could be to swoop up behind an unsuspecting person and knock him off his feet? Or what about the great thrill of snatching the wig off an important- looking woman and terrorizing her poodle?

The shadows went wild, all of them swirling and working their way toward Leven.

The two guards who had been after Winter turned their attention instead to the hysterical crowd. The taller of the two guards was suddenly picked up as if riding on a horse. He was lifted to the high ceiling and dumped with precision into the large fountain in the middle of the room.

“Lev, wake up!” Winter screamed. “Get up!”

Leven stirred, mainly because the whole station was in utter chaos and sounded a bit like a bomb going off in slow motion.

“Run!” Winter yelled, grabbing him by the collar and pulling him to his feet. He had been standing for no more than a couple of seconds when a huge shadow slammed into him from behind and sent him sprawling face-first across the tile floor. Leven knocked over at least ten people before he came to a stop. He looked up to see Winter soaring across the room on the backs of two shadows, her hair flying wildly about and her eyes as big as dinner plates.

As Leven tried to stand, hundreds of shadows leaped on him and pushed him down. He kicked and hit, but they just kept piling on top of him.

“Help me, Geth!” Leven screamed in desperation.

“There’s too many!” Geth yelled back, trying to work himself out of Leven’s pocket.

Leven slammed his fist into a shadow and it dispersed. No sooner had that one gone than hundreds more jumped at his wrists, pinning him to the floor. Leven kicked and bucked with his legs, but there were just too many.

Meanwhile, Winter was being bounced across a crowd of shadows, like a beach ball above a crowd of concertgoers. She flew up and down, up and down, and was becoming sick to her stomach. Tiring of the game, a cruel shadow seized Winter by the ankles, spun her around, and let go of her. She flew across the depot and might well have been seriously hurt had it not been for a group of twelve large women heading to Innsbruck for a quilting convention. Their fat bags of quilting material as well as the extra pounds they were carrying around made for a rather awkward (but soft) landing.

All over the station people were screaming and crying and covering their faces in fear. Many attempted to flee, fighting to get through the exits, but those who couldn’t get out continued to be harassed by the invisible shadows.

The chaos made some sense to Leven and Winter. They could see their attackers. But those who were blind to the shadows had no explanation for the madness of the scene. They didn’t know if they should bob or weave or simply drop to the floor and pray for an earthquake to cover them. If someone had just walked up to the station and looked inside through the glass doors, they probably would have been more amused than frightened. Without being able to see the shadows, it would have just looked like a bunch of Europeans practicing some extraordinarily physical mime act.

Leven was buried by shadows. They held him to the floor and jumped up and down on his stomach. He struggled, but it was no use. There were too many, and they were too strong. A few of the shadows who were holding down his arms became jealous of those who were jumping up and down on him. It just looked like so much more fun than what they were doing. They let go to have a jump on him. With less resistance Leven was able to wiggle his wrists free. His hands flew up and came together, creating a clapping noise. The shadows directly above Leven disappeared. The other shadows close by realized what had happened and began to panic. Leven clapped again, and more vanished.

“Winter!” he shouted. “Clap your hands!”

At that moment, Winter was upside down, being carried by her ankles in a circle in the air. She couldn’t hear Leven, but she could see him. He was clapping, and the shadows around him were popping like soap bubbles into nothing. She clapped, and the huge black spot holding her was gone, along with about a hundred others. She landed on the floor and skidded across the tiles into a row of lockers.

A few other people in the crowd figured they would try clapping and began doing so. The shadows immediately began to vanish. Finding the chaos subsiding, others began applauding as well. Leven watched the room empty of shadows as he and the entire gathering clapped madly.

It made for a peculiar sight. It is one thing to arrive at a train station, look through the glass doors, and see people flying across the room and tripping over each other. It’s another thing entirely to arrive at a train station, look through the glass doors, and see people applauding wildly, their faces panic stricken and tearstained, their mouths screaming in fear as they clap.

Winter got to her feet and went back to the ticket window. The two tickets that had been printed up for Leven and her were still lying on the counter behind the glass. She tried to reach in and grab them, but the opening was too small for her arm to reach. She looked around the room at all of the clapping people and at the few remaining shadows that were still flying around frantically and without purpose.

The ticket agent who had earlier been behind the glass, wanting to check her papers, was running to get outside when a shadow caught him by the ankles. Another shadow grabbed his wrists. The two of them flew across the room, carrying the wide-eyed man in the direction of Winter. A police officer was applauding at thin air near Winter, and his clapping caught the two shadows off guard. They disappeared, leaving the short man flying through the air. His momentum carried him toward Winter. She ducked while imagining that the glass blocking her from the tickets was ice. The man slammed into the ice, shattered it, and bounced backward onto the floor in front of his booth.

Winter reached through the opening where the glass had been and picked up the two tickets.

“Thanks,” she said calmly to the dazed agent. “Fate is really depending on these.”

By the time she reached Leven, only a few shadows were left. A couple of travelers in the far corner clapped and got rid of those.

“Are you okay?” Winter asked, out of breath and amazed to still be alive.

“I think so,” Leven replied.

“Geth?” Winter said, looking in Leven’s pocket.

He was not there.

“Where is he?” she asked.

“I have no idea. He was there yelling at me earlier.”

They began to look around.

“Geth!” Winter shouted.

“Geth!” Leven copied.

They dropped onto their hands and knees and began searching the floor. Trash and debris were everywhere. People were walking over everything, trying to get out of the station or to their trains.

“He could be a million places,” Winter cried.

“Just keep looking.”

They looked everywhere Leven had been thrown or beaten upon. They checked the fountain and under the benches. Geth was nowhere. This was not a good thing, seeing how he was the only one who knew where the gateway was, and well, to be honest, they had become quite attached to the optimistic little toothpick.

“What should we do?” Winter asked.

Leven looked at her and sighed. “We have to do exactly what he would want us to,” he answered. “We have no choice.”

Winter’s green eyes were sad. Leven stuck his hand out, and she placed hers in his. They walked together through the debris and subsiding chaos toward the platforms.

The stationmaster addressed the crowd and tried to make the disruption sound as though it was due to some new pipes that had recently been installed in the station’s heating system. No one really believed that, but they all accepted it due to there being no other explanation. He announced they would quickly get the trains running on schedule.

“Did you get the tickets?” Leven asked.

“Of course,” Winter replied.

“How much money do we have left?”

“It didn’t cost us a thing,” Winter grinned.

When they got to the platform their train was there and waiting. They showed their tickets, climbed on board, and found an empty compartment toward the end of the train. They pushed open the door and fell upon one of the seats with both exhaustion and relief.

“We did it,” Winter whispered.

“So far,” Leven added.

“What about Geth?”

“Fate will work it out,” Leven said, trying to sound as though he believed it.

“We should have looked for him a bit longer,” Winter moaned.

“We looked everywhere we could,” Leven rationalized. “I know he’ll show up.”

Leven remembered how tired he was as his body gently reminded him by shutting down. Not only was he tired, but he had been pummeled by hundreds of shadows.

“Is it okay if I sleep now?” he pleaded.

“I guess so,” Winter said, too exhausted herself to stay awake and watch him. “But if you hear clapping, join in.”

A well-dressed man looked through the glass in the compartment door, then opened it. “Excuse me,” he said, “but is this seat occupied?”

When Leven said no, the man nodded and sat down on the empty seat across from them. Leven and Winter were a bit saddened to share the compartment, but they were also too tired to really care.

It was lights out for both of them.
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Clover had really enjoyed driving a boat—so much in fact that when he got to the shore he decided to try out a car. He waited around on a busy street, looking for someone to leave their keys in their vehicle. Clover had always wanted to drive, but he knew it would be difficult due to his size. He was too short to reach the gas pedal and still see over the dashboard. So he borrowed a large stone from a rock garden, which he thought he might use to weigh down the accelerator. He planned to sit on the steering wheel and maneuver by twisting his body.

A man wearing a worried expression pulled to the curb and got out of his car with the engine still running. He took a stack of papers off the backseat and hurried up some stairs into a building. Clover hustled to the car and hopped in through the open window. He pulled the stone from his void and dropped the heavy rock on the gas pedal. The motor roared. He jumped up onto the steering wheel and craned his neck up so he could see through the windshield. If his friends back in Foo could have seen him, they would have been so jealous. Clover kicked the gear shift lever and the car popped into drive and shot off much faster than Clover had anticipated.

He had thought he would be able to handle the wheel so professionally he wouldn’t need the brakes. He could see now he was probably wrong. The car flew wildly down the street, with people gaping at what looked like a vehicle driving itself. Pedestrians dived out of the way, and people on bicycles and automobiles swerved to avoid Clover’s first-time attempt at driving. He threw his body weight to the left, and the steering wheel turned, sending the car into a tight spin around a corner. A policeman writing a parking ticket spotted the screeching vehicle and jumped on his scooter to give chase.

Clover straightened out the wheel and weaved his way between slower-moving cars—which happened to be all the other vehicles on the road. He was sweating and hanging on for dear life, with his toes wrapped tightly around the bottom of the steering wheel and his two hands gripping the top. The line of cars in front of him had slowed down, so he threw his weight to the right. The car bounced over the curb and flew up onto a walkway, scattering the tables in a sidewalk café. The bump caused Clover’s belly to honk the horn.

Clover liked that. He moved his stomach in and out to warn those in front of him.

People were diving and jumping out of the way as he flew honking down the walkway. His big blue eyes were as wide as saucers, and he was laughing giddily. Tires screeching, he turned a corner onto a less congested street. He flew down the road, beginning to wonder how he was ever going to stop. His plan had seemed so perfect, but in retrospect it had more than a few flaws.

Clover leaned to the right and directed the car onto the highway. He merged into the traffic and began to pull ahead of all the other slowpokes who were casually going eighty.

The traffic cop on the motor scooter had been left far behind, but seven speeding police cars were now on his tail.

Clover heard the wailing sirens and glanced behind him at the flashing lights and smiled. He honked the horn a couple of times just for fun and set his sights straight ahead and toward Leven.
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Winter woke Leven up by pulling at the hair on his arms. She had been awake for some time, worrying about Geth and Clover, and she wanted Leven to share her concern. Besides, they were only minutes away from their destination.

Leven didn’t want to wake up. After going without sleep for so many days, the small amount of rest he had just gotten wasn’t nearly enough to make him feel refreshed or even normal.

“What?” Leven said irritably. 

Winter shushed him, pointing to their fellow passenger, asleep on the seat across from them.

“We’re almost there,” she whispered, “and we have no idea where to go.”

“We’ll wait at the station until Clover or Geth show up,” Leven said groggily. “We can sleep on the benches there.”

“We can’t sleep,” Winter complained. “Geth said we don’t have time. We have to finish this or it’s all over.”

“Well, we can’t go any farther without knowing where to go,” Leven pointed out. “Isn’t it Geth who’s so big on fate? Well, let’s see if he’s right.”

The sleeping passenger shifted in his seat and crossed his right leg.

“He could be anywhere now,” Winter sighed. “He’s probably still back at the train station. We shouldn’t have left without him.”

A slight buzzing noise sounded in the cabin, and Leven looked around for something to swat at. He couldn’t see anything so he kept his hands to himself.

“It’s not like I don’t wish he was here,” Leven said honestly. “I would feel much better about things if he and Clover were around.”

Again something buzzed, and this time Winter heard it as well.

“Is there a fly in here?” she asked.

“I thought there was,” Leven said, staring closely at the window and ceiling. As he was glancing around he noticed the sole of the sleeping passenger’s right shoe. Near the center of the sole there was a flattened out gob of gum the man had stepped on. Leven would have thought nothing more of it, but the gum was wiggling just the slightest bit. Leven looked at Winter and pointed.

“Do you see that?” he whispered.

Winter leaned across the space between the seats. She could see a tiny sliver of wood sticking out of the gum stuck to the bottom of the sleeping man’s shoe.

“No way,” Leven whispered.

“I think it is,” Winter said with excitement. “And he’s trying to yell at us.”

The train was pulling into Berchtesgaden.

“You’ve got to pull the gum off,” Winter told Leven.

“But—”

“We’re almost there,” she said.

Leven got down on his knees and scooted closer to the man. He used his finger to poke lightly at the dirty gum. He put his fingernail beneath one of the edges and tried to peel it off, but it was stuck tightly to the sole. The sleeping man didn’t seem to even notice. Leven boldly dug into the gum and pried at it. Nothing. It was still stuck, and the man hadn’t stirred.

“You’ve got to pull harder,” Winter whispered as if they were robbing a bank and Leven was trying to figure out the safe combination. “We’re stopping.”

Leven could feel the train slowing and knew that in a few moments the man would be awake and getting off. It was now or never. He seized the man’s shoe with his left hand and pulled as hard as he could on the gum with his right.

No one could sleep through that.

The man woke up and hollered. Leven screamed too as the gum popped off of the shoe and into his hand. The man jumped to his feet. He glared down at Leven, who was still kneeling on the floor.

“What do you think you are doing?” he asked in English, taking Leven by the ear. His face was red and flustered. “Were you trying to steal my shoes?”

“No,” Leven said quickly. “Honest, I—”

“I think we should talk to the authorities,” the man huffed.

“No,” Leven said, even louder. “I dropped my gum, and it got stuck to the bottom of your shoe.” Leven held out the gross gob of chewed and stepped-on gum with the end of a toothpick sticking out. Little bits of grit and hair were mixed in the gum as well.

“You were retrieving your chewed gum?” the man asked indignantly, staring at the dirty gob in Leven’s hand.

Leven looked at Winter and nodded slowly.

“Why?” the man asked.

“I wasn’t finished with it,” Leven said sheepishly.

“Really,” the man smiled meanly. “Well, then, if you really weren’t stealing my shoes, let’s see you chew your gum.”

Leven looked at the pink, already-been-chewed gum that had at one time been on the bottom of someone’s shoe and was now in his hand. He could see the tip of Geth’s head sticking out and wanted nothing less than to put it in his mouth.

“Just as I thought,” the man barked, motioning to hail a conductor.

Leven had no choice. He popped the gum into his mouth. Both Winter and the man were shocked. Both winced.

“Chew it,” the man said, wanting to teach a life’s lesson to a young man whom he perceived to be a thief.

Leven chewed slowly, making sure he didn’t bite into Geth. The gum tasted like dirt and floor and mud, with a hint of cherry. His brown eyes didn’t look happy.

“Yumm,” Leven said weakly.

The man smiled. “Let this be a lesson to you.”

He stepped out of the compartment as the train came to a complete stop. As soon as he was out of view, Leven spit the gum out onto the seat, gagging. Winter picked up the gooey wad and peeled it away from Geth, who was also gagging.

“That was disgusting,” Leven and Geth said in unison.

Winter held Geth in her palm. He was dirty and covered with splotches of gum. He also had a new crooked bend in the middle, which made it difficult for him to stand completely straight.

“What happened?” Winter asked.

“I flew out of Leven’s pocket as he was getting tackled by shadows. I tried to work my way back to one of you, but that clod . . .” he pointed after the man who was gone, “that clod stepped on me with his sticky shoes. I’ve been trying to get myself out of that gum for hours. My face was pressed into it so tight I couldn’t even yell.

“Well,” Winter smiled. “We’re here.”

Geth glanced out the window of the rail car and then back at Leven and Winter. He smiled. “We are, aren’t we?”

“You didn’t doubt fate, did you?” Leven asked.

“Not for a second,” Geth answered. “Well, at least not for a full second.”

Winter put Geth in her shirt pocket, and the three of them got off of the train, in Berchtesgaden, Germany.
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Clover had a total of seventeen police cars behind him by the time he started to run out of gas. It had been a long, exhausting chase. No one had dared run the vehicle off the road because for one thing, it was driving itself rather well, and for another, the police feared it might have explosives on board.

As soon as the car began to slow down, the police cars circled and boxed it in. Clover threw his weight one last time and turned the car off the road and down a grassy embankment. The car rolled slowly to a stop. With guns drawn, the police flew out of their vehicles to come and investigate the car they had chased for so long. They threw open the doors, ready to pounce on whomever was inside.

Clover slipped unseen out of the car and walked between their legs and around their vehicles as they all talked and scratched their heads in confusion, all of them wondering how in the world the car could have driven itself.

Clover climbed into the open window of a vehicle whose driver had stopped to gawk. The driver was a thin man, wearing suspenders and smoking a pipe. As soon as the thin man realized there was nothing to look at, he put his gas pedal to the floor and drove Clover the rest of the way across France and over the border into Germany.

When the thin man stopped just inside Germany to use a pay phone, Clover didn’t waste any time. He secretly hitched a ride with a nice German couple and their new baby. That didn’t last too long. The baby kept crying and keeping Clover awake. Clover appeared to the child so as to be a delightful, soothing surprise. Well, the child did like Clover. In fact, she held him and cooed. When the parents turned around to look at her and saw their child holding a furry, living creature, they needlessly panicked. The car swerved and rocked as the parents practiced their parental screaming skills. Disgusted with the noise, Clover climbed out through the half-open sunroof and jumped into the bed of a passing truck with an open back. He settled into a roll of insulation it was carrying and rode, somewhat peacefully, closer to Leven.
  

Chapter Thirty

The Occidental Tourist
 

Leven liked Germany. At least the little bit of it he had seen. It was beautiful and green and vaguely reminded him of someplace he had been before. Berchtesgaden, however, was even prettier than the rest. It was a lovely town with quaint-looking buildings, beautiful flowers, and friendly people. Thousands of tourists filled the streets, and he could hear polka music coming from two different directions at once. There were a lot of men with moustaches walking around.

“I wouldn’t mind getting something to eat,” Leven said as they passed a gasthaus and the smell of cooked sausages and onions filled the air.

“No time,” Geth insisted. “See that sun?” he pointed from Winter’s pocket.

Both Leven and Winter nodded.

“When that sun goes down we have to be ready. If we don’t make it tonight, it will be too late.”

“Too late?” Leven said in amazement. “Too late for what?”

“They have gotten through,” Geth replied.

“Who’s gotten through?” Leven said, so hungry he wasn’t speaking clearly. “How could you know that?”

Geth smiled. “It’s fate. Don’t worry.”

“So you’re saying if we had not made it here right now we would have been out of luck?” Winter questioned.

Geth nodded.

“What if we hadn’t found you on that shoe, or a boat hadn’t picked us up, or—”

“What-ifs are for fools,” Geth interrupted. “We are here because we are meant to be. Now let’s hurry.”

Leven was always tempted to point out how easy it was for Geth to say hurry. After all, he was riding along while they did all the walking. He also knew that Geth wasn’t compelled to stop and get something to eat because, well, he had no digestive tract. And Winter wasn’t about to help him fight for a meal break because she was still full from the cracker Clover had slipped her in the ocean.

Leven sighed and inhaled the aroma of cooking food as they walked along the tourist-packed street, heading toward the Königsee, or the “King’s Sea.”

“So what do we do when we reach the Königsee,” Winter asked.

It was a silly question for Winter to ask. She knew from the pain in her head and the fear in her soul that the time was finally here to face Sabine and step into the gateway.

“We wait,” Geth answered.

“Well, can’t we stop here and wait and eat at the same time?” Leven begged.

Geth smiled as if Leven were joking, and it was obvious to Leven that he was going to have to take getting something to eat into his own hands. They were passing dozens of tourists, many of them eating as they strolled along the quaint streets. Leven spotted sausages and pretzels and ice cream. He decided to try to clear his mind in an effort to manipulate fate just enough to make one of those passersby offer him food. That way he could just keep on walking, and they would have lost no time.

He spotted a woman wearing a large hat, carrying a huge pretzel in her hand. He willed fate to have her reach out and give it to him. Instead, she patted him on the back, looking very surprised that she was doing so. Leven kept walking. He saw a man with a thick, delicious-looking sausage sandwich. It was made out of dark bread and had sauerkraut on it. Leven tried really hard to manipulate fate, but as they passed, the man just handed Leven his used napkin.

Leven tried one last time on a woman who was enjoying some bread and cheese. As she got closer, she smiled, made a fist, drew back her hand, and punched Leven on the chin.

She was as surprised as Leven was.

Leven staggered backward and tried to right himself. His brown eyes saw bleached white stars. Winter turned to see him stumbling and ran to his side.

“I am so sorry,” his assailant said, displaying both her remorse and her American accent. “I have no idea what came over me.”

Leven eyed her bread and cheese. “Is that mine?” he asked in fake confusion.

“Well, honey, actually . . .”

“I only remember being hungry, “ Leven added.

“Well, you just help yourself,” the woman said, handing him her food.

Leven smiled weakly as she walked off, shaking her head in disbelief, wondering with her friends about the strange thing she had just done.

“Way to use your gift,” Winter scolded.

“I’m starving,” Leven defended.

“That doesn’t make it right,” Winter insisted. “I could think the whole world besides us was ice and we could simply skate to the lake without interference, but that wouldn’t be right.”

“I can’t skate,” Leven admitted, taking a welcome bite of his newfound food.

“You know what I mean.”

Leven smiled smugly at Winter, his bangs covering his right eye. “I won’t do it any more,” he chewed. “At least not today. Besides, I still haven’t gotten the hang of it. If you hadn’t noticed, I just got myself punched.”

“Serves you right,” Winter said nicely.

They reached the shore of their destination.

The Königsee was a large, beautiful, blue-green lake surrounded by impressive, pine-covered mountains. It was a jewel in the lush German landscape and a favorite vacation spot for government dignitaries and military officers. On the far shore was St. Bartholomew’s, a church that had stood for thousands of years. Day in and day out visitors came to take a boat ride across the lake.

When they reached the center of the lake the motor would be shut off, and absolute silence would descend over the scene. Then a solitary musician would stand on the deck of the craft and play his trumpet. The mountains encircling the lake produced an unbelievably clear and rich echo, which allowed the trumpeter to play a duet of sorts with himself. The performance never failed to move those who heard it. Even the most jaded individuals could not resist the serenity of the setting and the beauty of the music.

Years before, Leven’s grandfather, Hector Thumps, had discovered the soothing effect music has on the planet. As he searched for a lake with a constant temperature, he had been delighted to discover the Königsee and its remarkable mountain echoes. This extraordinary coming together of natural beauty and beautiful music created a mood similar to that a shooting star might stir up.

It was fate.

It was also the most beautiful place Leven and Winter had ever seen.

“So what do we wait for?” Leven asked, looking up at the mountains and taking in the entire view.

“We need to get on a boat,” Geth instructed. “It will take us across the lake, and from there we can walk to where we need to go. You can both swim, I hope.”

“No!” Leven quickly said.

“Not at all?” Winter questioned. “You swam in the ocean.”

“That wasn’t swimming,” Lev insisted. “That was panicking.”

“Well, you’ll need to panic yourself down to the gateway,” Geth said seriously. “We have no choice.”

Leven looked at the huge lake and let the panic begin.

They bought tickets for the boat ride, and with the few Euros left over, Geth had Winter purchase a small pocket knife in case of an emergency. The price of the tickets and the knife added up to the exact amount of money they had left.

It felt sort of fateful.

They boarded the next boat and were soon on their way across the lake. The scenery was spectacular, but as the small boat glided across the green water Leven kept his eyes down, hoping to see the gateway. Unfortunately, the green water didn’t reveal anything.

As advertised, halfway across the water the captain turned off the engine and the boat glided to a stop. The passengers quieted themselves and prepared for what was about to happen. It was so still, it was almost as if the entire planet were holding its breath.

An authentic-looking German with a long mustache and lederhosen stood on the deck of the boat and put a trumpet to his lips. He played, and the clear notes drifted across the water. As if answering back, the mountains replied in perfect tune.

The effect was so beautiful it gave Leven chills and caused Winter to tear up. It also left them speechless.

After a couple of songs, the boat started back up and carried everyone to the far shore where St. Bartholomew’s stood. Leven and Winter got off and walked back behind the old church. The crowds weren’t as dense as those on the other side of the lake, and as Leven, Winter, and Geth moved farther into the woods, the little group soon found itself quite alone.

“So, how does this work?” Leven asked Geth. “What do we do?”

“See those bushes?” Geth pointed to a clump of thick growth farther down the faint trail they were on.

They both nodded.

“We need to wait there until the last boat of the day makes its return trip. On the way back we will get into the water and wait. When the timing is right, we will swim underwater toward a very faint glow. That glow is the gateway. Swim in, touch the mismatched floor, and you will be in Foo.”

“That’s it?” Leven asked. “No secret knock or challenge?”

“That’s it,” Geth answered. “You have nothing to be afraid of. Actually, that’s not really true. The water is near freezing. The multiple of seven is not always some balmy temperature. Your lungs probably have just enough capacity to make it down. If you don’t make it into the gateway, you will most likely not pop back up alive. You can’t stop swimming, understand?”

Leven took a moment to inventory his life. Being warned of your potential death by a toothpick can make a person quite reflective.

“What if the gateway is not working?” Leven asked. “What if we get down to it and it’s out of order? Or what if the earth’s no longer happy?”

“As long as we get in before the effect of the music fades, the gateway will work,” Geth said. “If it were breakable it would have been destroyed by Antsel and me years ago. The gateway is unchangeable. It is a perfect creation made unbreakable by the will of your grandfather. It is also the one thing that can destroy Foo and eliminate all dreams. With no one in Foo to bring dreams to life, everyone here would be without hope. This existence would be dark and completely full of despair. Sabine has no idea what his selfish scheme will ultimately bring about.”

“So I guess I can’t back out now?” Winter asked.

“Back out?” Geth asked, surprised Winter would even say such a thing.

“Well,” she said defensively, her head pounding, “I have no idea where we’re going. Clover showed me some images, but . . . what if we swim through that gateway and it’s worse than this?”

“It’s not perfect there,” Geth conceded. “It is filled with turmoil and confusion now, thanks to Sabine. But it is a place unlike any you have seen before. You belong there,” Geth reminded her. “You chose to come here, but it was only with the promise that you could come back.”

“I just wish I could know.” Winter’s green eyes darkened.

“Listen,” Leven said, “I have no idea what’s going on. A few weeks ago I was in school, worrying about my aunt’s temper and Brick picking on me. Now, here I am, after crossing the world, listening to a toothpick tell me I had better swim fast enough or I’m dead. So, I’m a little confused. But the one thing I’m sure of is that I couldn’t have done it without you,” Leven said to Winter. “If not for you, I would have been digested by a giant snake or drowned in an ocean. I wouldn’t have even made it across the Oklahoma state border without you, Winter. I can’t imagine what we’ll find on the other side, but somehow I think it will be okay, if you’re around.”

Winter and Geth stared at Leven in astonishment.

“Are you okay?” Winter asked, reaching out to touch his forehead.

“Seriously,” Geth added. “Maybe that cheese you ate was bad.”

“Oh, knock it off,” Leven said defensively. “See if I ever say anything nice again.”

Winter smiled. “Thanks,” she said, her face red. “I couldn’t have done this without you and Clover . . . he should be here now.”

“It’s odd he hasn’t caught up to us yet,” Geth added.

“I wish we could wait a bit more,” Leven said. He looked to the sky as the sun began to settle behind the nearby mountains. “It doesn’t feel right to go without him.”

“He’ll make it back to Foo,” Geth said confidently. “If he doesn’t, then it is his design to remain here.”

The three of them moved into the bushes Geth had indicated and made themselves comfortable on the ground. They were all silent and deep in thought about what lay ahead. Leven looked at everything around him with new eyes—eyes that understood he might never see any of this again.

“You okay?” he finally asked Winter.

“I’ve never been more scared in my life,” she answered.

“Good, me neither,” Leven smiled.
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Clover had no idea where fate was leading him. He was simply following the feeling inside himself. Sycophants are naturally drawn to their burns—there is a constant pull for them to return to those to whom they have been assigned.

The insulation truck had taken him quite a way. When it began going in a direction contrary to his feelings, Clover had abandoned the truck and hitched a ride in a tour bus filled with American senior citizens. As fate would have it, they were on their way to the Königsee so they could take some pictures and prove to their friends back home that they were really living. The problem was, Clover felt they were going way too slow. He figured he would help them all out by squeezing in next to the driver’s feet and pushing down on the gas pedal.

Clover had never heard such sustained, high-pitched screaming.

The bus flew as the driver frantically tried to slam on the brakes and stay on the road. Clover positioned himself so he could push the brake pedal up with his legs and hold the gas pedal down with his hands. The poor driver had no choice but to accept his fate and simply steer in an effort to keep the bus on the road.

It was a new model bus with a huge engine and lots of power. It sped down the autobahn at breakneck speed with everyone inside screaming and praying. An elderly gentleman with flowing white hair, wearing baggy shorts and dark knee socks, fought the g-forces and worked his way up the aisle of the bus, pulling himself forward by clinging to the seats.

“Stop this bus!” he yelled at the driver.

The driver was too occupied to reply. His main concern was trying to keep the bus on the road. The old man figured the driver just didn’t understand English, so he got out his English-to-German dictionary and, while hanging on for dear life with his left hand, tried to look up the words with his right.

“Stopen die auto!”

The driver looked up at him as if he were crazy. “We’re all going to die,” the driver said in perfect English.

The old man turned back to the rest of the passengers and conveyed the message. Clover once again was amazed by the volume of noise the nice group of senior citizens was able to make.

As they barreled down the road, Clover grew jealous of the others, who were able to look out the window and see the passing scenery. He had grown quite fond of seeing the world fly by while driving himself earlier, and now he wanted to take just one look. When he took his weight off the gas pedal to squeeze out, the driver felt the bus slow and began frantically stomping and kicking at the pedals beneath him in hopes of stopping the vehicle. Caught in the fury of the attempt, Clover took quite a thrashing before he was able to crawl out from under the driver’s feet and haul himself up onto the dashboard.

The driver was finally able to get the bus under control, and the passengers began to fan themselves and put their hands to their hearts instead of just screaming.

The bus came to a stop directly in front of a small sign that read: Berchtesgaden.

“That feels right,” Clover said to himself. He waited for the driver to open the door and hopped off as if he didn’t have a care in the world, happy they had made such good time.
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Leven and Winter could do nothing but wait. The last boat would not be leaving for an hour, and Leven was anxious and scared. Wanting to be alone for a moment, he left Winter and Geth in the trees and wandered back down the lakefront and to the small white church with the funny red roof.

St. Bartholomew church was hundreds of years old. It was a small, white cathedral, with big red onion-like domes on top of it. Originally, it had been used as a hunting lodge for great kings. Now, it was more of a photo opportunity for wealthy tourists. Leven wished his eyesight were clearer, but from what he could see he loved the look of St. Bartholomew against the lake and wished his life could be as peaceful as the scene before him. Going to Foo would seem much less of a sacrifice if the gateway had been in a barren desert or in the middle of a congested city.

Leven slipped into the dimly lit chapel and sat down on the back row of pews. A number of tourists wandered about, looking over everything and whispering. Leven turned from gazing at a family with two young kids and noticed a dark being sitting right next to him. He was so startled that he hollered out and jumped in his seat.

“Hello, Leven,” the voice said, low and menacing. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

Leven’s heart was suddenly racing. It was not hard to recognize the rat-like features of Sabine. He looked just like his shadows, only bigger. There was also a dark aura around him.

“You’re Sabine,” he managed to say.

“Smart boy,” Sabine’s oily voice dripped. “But not smart enough to take the advice of my shadows and forget all this. Now look where you are.”

A pair of tourists walked by, conversing loudly.

“Do you mind,” Sabine glowered at them. “We’re in a church.”

The couple gave Sabine a strong look and walked away.

“How did you get here?” Leven asked, trying to keep his mind clear of Sabine’s voice and thoughts. “Or are you just a shadow?”

“Oh, I’m quite real. I came here the same way all of Foo will soon arrive,” Sabine said clearly. “Think of it, Leven. With Foo here, there will be nothing you can’t do.”

“That’s impossible,” Leven said. “You’ll destroy everything.”

“There is no impossible,” Sabine snapped. “Geth and his self- righteous belief,” he scoffed. “The dreams of man are not my concern. If you destroy that gateway, Leven, you will be destroying the possibility of perfect lives for everyone. Geth doesn’t want you to know this. Geth wants Foo just as it is, so that he can rule over everyone.”

Leven was silent as a few nearby tourists conversed quietly, examining some of the church artifacts. He could hear people outside and knew that life was going on as usual while he had to make decisions that would affect everyone.

Leven squinted. He could see the light from outside as it rested against the far wall. It was dimming quickly. Soon it would be time to swim.

“Think of it,” Sabine twitched. “With Foo here, you will have it all. Geth wants to trap you, cut you off.”

Sabine’s words were not going unheard. Leven had many concerns and fears, and part of them were things Sabine was now addressing. It didn’t feel totally right to destroy the gateway and trap himself in Foo forever. What if Sabine’s plan were possible? What if the dreams of man were not dependent on Foo? Quite frankly, it scared the life out of Leven to think of destroying his only way back. His time here had not been charmed, but something inside him had given him hope that he could someday become more than he was. It was that hope and dream that had enabled him to go on each day. Leven couldn’t let Sabine eliminate that belief for anyone else.

“There is no killing in Foo,” Sabine said softly, as if he were sharing bad news. “Here, however, is a different story.” A few more tourists filed in. “The moment you swim toward that gateway,” Sabine continued, “I will kill you. I don’t care if you have the great Geth with you or not,” he mocked. “You touch that water, and I will kill you.”

The church emptied a bit.

“It’s not hard for you to stay alive,” Sabine smiled enticingly. “Simply . . . don’t swim.”

Sabine stood up. “I know where the gateway is,” he warned. “I’ll be watching. You go into that water, and I will kill you and Winter.”

In a sense Sabine was lying. He had no intention of letting Leven live. He contemplated taking care of the problem now, but the church was full of people: Sabine didn’t want any further complications.

He smiled a wicked smile at Leven and drifted out.

Leven could hear a woman telling people in broken English that the last boat would be leaving soon and everyone needed to gather at the dock.

Leven slipped out of the church and back into the forest, Sabine watching his every move.
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It was October, and the day had been unseasonably warm, but Winter was unusually cold.

“Are you okay?” Geth asked her as the two sat on the ground beneath a couple of beautiful pine trees near the water’s edge. A gentle, warm breeze descended on them, coloring the moment beautifully. Water lapped against the shore, and the reflection of the setting sun shimmered across the smooth water. 

“I think so,” Winter said. “Just frightened beyond belief.” She took out the small pocket knife Geth had earlier instructed her to buy. She turned it over in her hand, looking at it with her green eyes.

“It’s your home you’ll be swimming toward,” Geth said kindly. “You made me promise that you’d get back.”

“I know,” Winter smiled sadly. “At least that’s what you’ve told me.”

“I’m just keeping my promise,” Geth teased.

“So will we make it?” Winter asked. “What if Leven can’t swim fast enough?”

“Oh,” Geth waved. “That’s not the problem. The problem now is Sabine.”

“Sabine?” she gasped.

“He’s here,” Geth said. “I knew he would get through. I could feel it earlier.”

“Where is he?” Winter asked, not surprised in the least.

“Talking to Leven,” he said without concern.

Winter stood up quickly. “Let’s go,” she said frantically.

“Sit down,” Geth ordered nicely, patting the ground with his one little arm. “We’ve done all we can. It’s now up to fate. Leven needs to be sure about what he is doing.”

“How did you know Sabine is here?”

“We lithens travel by fate. It’s important to know what roadblocks might be standing in our way. A soul as deep and dark as Sabine’s is not easy to ignore,” Geth answered. “Being from Foo, you probably felt him as well.”

Winter was silent, her thoughts on so many things. She flipped the knife, turning it over in her hands.

Geth looked at Winter. “There is a little something I was wondering if you could help me with,” he said. “I’m a bit embarrassed even to ask, but it seems as if fate moves me to do so.”

Winter stared at him with a quizzical expression.

“I had you buy that knife for a reason.” He cleared his little hole. “I was wondering if you might slice me another arm. If anything happens I would be much better off with two of them.”

“Another arm?” Winter asked.

Geth looked pitiful.

“I guess I could,” Winter said reluctantly.

“And could you sharpen my head?” Geth threw in.

“Sharpen your head?”

“It might come in handy,” Geth shrugged.

Winter shook her own head. “You had me buy this to cut you up? Won’t it hurt?” Winter asked.

“Just a bit,” Geth said. “But I’d put up with a lot to have another arm.”

“And a sharp head,” Winter smiled at him.

Geth climbed up on a large boulder and lay down. Winter picked him up by the feet, and he turned his head to look away. “Are you sure?” she asked one last time.

He nodded.

She sliced slowly and calmly as Geth’s body tightened in pain. The wood was hard and there wasn’t much to work with. Winter feared she might cut right through. Geth bit down and looked away. Winter finished cutting, and Geth turned back. He moved his new arm and smiled weakly.

“Perfect,” he said. “How about some fingers?”

Winter went to work on Geth’s fingers and forehead. In a short while Geth was a whole new toothpick and the sky was almost dark. Leven came through the trees with a concerned look in his eyes and the weight of two heavy worlds on his shoulders.

“So,” Winter said. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” Leven waved.

“The last boat is all ready to set sail,” she added, folding up the knife as Geth wiggled his new fingers.

“I know,” Leven said sadly, still thinking of Sabine’s last words.

Geth stretched and sprang off the rock and onto Leven. His new arm and fingers made the move considerably easier than it had been before. He flexed his tiny muscles and looked at Leven.

“You spoke to Sabine,” Geth said almost reverently.

“How do you know?” Leven asked with shock.

“That’s not important,” Geth replied. “What matters now is what you believe.”

Leven looked at Geth on his arm and then at Winter. Along with Clover, they were the only friends he had ever known. They had done nothing to cause him to disbelieve in himself, but his heart still ached to somehow know for sure that what he was about to do was right.

“I think I believe in you,” Leven said. “I just hope I’m right.”

“There will be none of that if Sabine gets his way,” Geth said, referring to the destruction of hope.

Leven understood.

“Sabine said if I touch the water he will kill us,” Leven said, his mind finally made up to do it.

“Sabine says a lot of things,” Geth smiled, knowing that what Leven had just uttered was a declaration of his resolve. “We’ll get you to the gateway.”

The bell of the last boat leaving sounded.

“I’ll push you through the gateway if I have to,” Winter added. “I know . . . ,” Winter stopped what she was saying to rub her head. “I can hardly speak, my head hurts so . . .”

She would have said more, but she had been turned to ice.

She stood there baffled by her state. She thawed herself and looked over to see that Leven was solid ice. Geth dropped from Leven’s frozen shoulder and down to Leven’s feet. Winter thought for a second there had been a glitch in her own thoughts and that she had turned Leven and herself into ice by accident, but that thought evaporated quickly when she saw Sabine standing there.

“Sabine,” she whispered.

“I forgot you were a nit,” Sabine said to Winter, referring to her ability to thaw herself. “Where is Geth?” he demanded. “I heard him speaking.”

Winter froze. Not because she was ice again, but because she realized Sabine didn’t know what shape Geth was in. She felt pretty certain Geth’s current size would not discourage Sabine, so she kept the truth to herself as she looked down and saw Geth standing behind Leven’s frozen left foot.

“He’s coming,” Winter said, her head burning.

“Coming?” Sabine asked, looking around with concern.

Winter pictured him in ice and Sabine froze. She ran and touched Leven, who instantly thawed. She could hear the sound of the trumpet being played on the last boat of the day out in the middle of the lake. They needed to get into the water.

“Let’s get out of here,” she yelled to Leven as Sabine began to shake off the ice she had encased him in.

“Not so fast,” Sabine sneered.

Leven and Winter turned to face him.

“So you’ve decided to ignore me again,” Sabine seethed. “That’s a decision you will not live to regret, Leven Thumps.”

“We’ll see about that,” Geth shouted triumphantly.

Sabine looked around, suddenly scared. “Show yourself,” he challenged, thinking that Geth was hiding somewhere in the trees.

“I’m right here,” Geth answered.

Sabine directed his attention to Leven’s sleeve, where Geth was clinging in all his toothpick glory.

“Geth?” Sabine questioned. “Geth? Surely the fates are playing with me,” Sabine laughed scornfully. “I am up against a sliver of wood?”

Geth climbed up to Leven’s shoulder and stood as triumphantly as a tiny piece of wood could. “You are up against fate.”

“Fate?” Sabine scoffed. “You will never reach the gateway. That is your fate,” he spat. The joy in his eyes over Geth’s current state was very apparent. “Foo and reality will be one. And I,” Sabine said pompously, “will rule them both.”

“Flick me,” Geth whispered into Leven’s ear.

“What?” Leven whispered back.

“Flick me!”

Leven snatched Geth from his shoulder and flicked him as as hard as he could toward Sabine. The little toothpick struck Sabine in the left cheek with his newly sharpened head, piercing Sabine’s skin and flying past him onto the ground beyond the dark figure. Sabine threw his hand to his face and obviously thought of Leven and Winter in ice because they were now just that. He tried to picture Geth in ice, too, but lithens are unaffected by nit tricks.

Winter defrosted and saw Sabine in white, frozen stiff. She held her thoughts there as Geth worked his way back over to Sabine. The concentration became too great. She turned from Sabine to Leven, touching his arms. Geth was already on the now defrosted Sabine. He didn’t have much size, but he was creating a pretty good distraction by zipping over Sabine’s body and jabbing him over and over. Sabine danced as he swatted with his hands and tried to grab hold of Geth.

The last rays of the sun were touching the edge of the lake. The earth would not remain in a good mood for much longer. Leven ran toward the water, knowing what he had to do. He was too slow, though, and Sabine turned him into ice again. It was like a vicious game of freeze tag, and Leven was always It.

Winter imagined not only Sabine as ice but the trees around him. They froze, and she moved as quickly as she could, slamming into a tall thin tree and breaking it down. It cracked and fell toward Sabine, who was now thawed and moving. Geth was keeping at Sabine just enough to distract him from repeatedly freezing Winter. Winter ran to Leven and touched his shoulder. He thawed in a running stride, heading for the water. As Leven’s foot reached the edge of the water, Sabine froze him again. Now a solid chunk of ice, Leven fell forward into the water with a large splash.

“Lev!” Winter screamed before she was suddenly ice again.

Leven drifted out into the lake as Winter returned to form. She looked at Sabine with her eyes burning.

“You can’t stop me,” Sabine sneered at Winter. “You couldn’t in Foo, and you can’t now.”

Images of her life in Foo began popping into her head like slides thrown onto a screen. She could see Sabine smiling. There was the girl with the long red hair. There was a strong-looking man with fire in his eyes.

The thought swept over her. This was not a new fight she was fighting. Her head cleared and her mind relaxed.

Winter shot ice from her being and froze Sabine. She thought hard and long, coating him over and over with thick layers. She wrapped him up until he was nothing but a giant block of ice, as stiff and frozen as his heart.

“It won’t hold,” Geth yelled.

“I know,” Winter hollered back, “but I’ve got to get to Lev before he starts melting in the water.”

Leven had drifted out quite a way from shore. His body bobbed up and down in the emerald green water. Winter turned to run but was ice again. Sabine was melted and at her already. She thawed and faced him once more. Geth was doing everything he could to be a distraction, but his attempt was thwarted by the sudden grip of Sabine.

Sabine smiled and looked at Winter. He glanced deliciously at the toothpick in his hand.

“The great Geth,” Sabine sneered. “I’d prolong your death, but you being a lithen would simply accept the pain as fate.”

Winter lunged forward and froze Sabine. She flicked Geth out of his hands and into the lake before Sabine could thaw and freeze her again. He then did just that and held her in his concentration until her will overpowered him and she was normal once more.

“This is pointless,” Winter said, breathing hard. “Let us be.”

“Impossible.”

“That’s not a word,” Winter said as naturally as if she really knew it.

“Your precious Leven is melting,” Sabine said, an evil smile flickering across his dark face.“Soon there will be no reason for our quarrel.”

Winter thought the entire lake ice so as to preserve Leven, and it was.

“Impressive,” Sabine hissed, looking out at the frozen body of water. He thought the mountains around them to be ice, and they were.

“Big deal,” Winter said, changing the entire landscape around them into ice.

“I will not be outdone by a foolish child,” Sabine seethed.

It was at that moment that Winter first saw movement up above Sabine and behind the trees. Sadly, it was too late for Clover to be of any help. Clover looked down from the top of a steep trail, wide-eyed and determined.

Sabine closed his eyes and froze the entire world.

Under his thoughts the whole planet and all that it had on it became solid ice. The earth groaned and the sky lit up with fuzzy stars and color as the planet wobbled. The ground creaked and shuddered as the wind howled painfully, the world crackling in pain.

“You can’t defeat me!” Sabine roared.

Winter flashed back to the conflict in Foo. She could see Sabine and remembered the struggle she had fought there in her old home. She remembered having to run from Sabine and hide, so she could play the part in retrieving Leven that she was now playing.

Winter’s evergreen eyes burned ice cold. The earth was screaming as it struggled to revolve as it was supposed to. The sky grew smeared and wavy. It was to humanity’s advantage that Clover was not of this world. Being a sycophant, he was impossible to freeze, thus making him the only thing on the planet that wasn’t solid ice. Winter shook herself from her thoughts and watched Clover leap onto the slick trail and slide quickly toward her and Sabine.

It was now or never.

“I’m done with all this,” she said aloud, using words she had used before somewhere else. She thought it, and Sabine was ice. Her thoughts were more cold and concentrated than they had ever been.

It was perfect timing.

Before Sabine could return to form, Clover barreled into him from behind. His small amount of weight, combined with his speed, knocked Sabine over and sent him quickly to the ground, where the demon shattered into a thousand pieces of ice. Winter covered her head to avoid the storm, as bits of ice rained down everywhere. She stared at the spot where Sabine had been standing and marveled. She glanced down at Clover as he stood there, looking guilty.

“Oops,” Clover said.

The earth creaked and groaned, as if it could not possibly make one more rotation. Winter quickly fell to her knees and touched the ground.

The world was green once more.

No history book has recorded the fact that at one point the entire earth was ice. But those who would argue that point were frozen as well and simply can’t recall it. The doubt of anyone doesn’t make it any less true. In fact, on those days when it’s warm and you suddenly feel a chill, or a part of you feels cold, it’s just your body remembering the time it experienced the sensation of being an ice cube.

“I really didn’t mean to do that,” Clover said, looking at the thousands of tiny pieces of Sabine. “I was just trying—”

“Don’t worry about it,” Winter spoke. “You may have just saved the world.”

Clover smiled.

“So, can you swim?” she asked him.

“Came in second place in Sentinel Fields my senior year,” Clover bragged.

Winter would have stood there congratulating him, but instead she took off running toward the lake. She flew into the water and almost lost her breath due to the coldness of it. She held her head above water and gasped for air. Leven was a good distance from the shore, coughing and thrashing. He had thawed upside down and with freezing water rushing into his nose and mouth. Winter swam to him and grabbed him under the right arm.

“We have to swim,” Winter hollered at him. “Before it’s too late.”

“Where’s Sabine?” Leven asked, confused, struggling to stay afloat.

“Gone.”

“Gone?”

“It was an accident,” Clover apologized, while swimming effortlessly up to Leven.

“Clover!” Leven cheered. “You’re here.”

“Of course,” Clover smiled and spit, his forehead covered in goose bumps.

“We need Geth,” Winter yelled.

“Right here,” Geth answered, paddling over, his new arm working swimmingly.

“Toothpick,” Clover said affectionately.

Geth smiled, swam to Clover, and climbed on. “We have to go now the sun is gone. Are you ready?” Geth asked Leven.

“No,” Leven replied, smiling tightly and with chattering teeth. “I’m not sure I’ll ever be. But I’ll do it for the candy alone.”

Clover smiled.

v

Sabine was no longer. Actually, he was no longer the personage he had once been. The shattered bits and remnants of who he was lay upon the still earth as the soil turned from ice back into its normal self. The tiny pieces of Sabine melted into the dirt and dripped down deep into the ground. He was now a countless number of shadowy bits. Every piece of him hissed and surged, scurrying through the dirt like a horrid stream of fluid black ants. He could feel the influence of Leven and Winter. They were still here, in the water and swimming toward the gateway. He had no form, but all was not lost. Every particle of him whispered and pushed forcefully under the earth and into the lake, breaking out from the soil and into the Königsee. Like an explosion of deranged tadpoles he blew out into the water, swirling and pulsating. Leven was in the distance, swimming toward the gateway. Sabine collected every bit of himself into the shape of a rod and shot through the water like a torpedo toward Leven.
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Leven took a giant breath and swam down underwater. Geth had been right. The moment his head was below the surface he could see a faint light glowing in the distance. He pulled and kicked as he worked his way deeper and deeper. His lungs burned as a heavy anxiety smothered him. He turned to his side as if to try and resurface, but Winter was there pushing him downward. His chest felt like it was going to explode. He could see the gateway now, its corroded gray sides covered in rust and algae. It glowed bright and ominous. Winter swam by him and into the gateway. He watched her stand on the bottom of the box his grandfather had constructed and in an instant she was gone. Leven pushed forward in an effort to follow her, but before he could get there, his legs were struck by a streak of blackness.

The force of the blow propelled him away from the gateway and toward the surface. Leven spun like a rolling log as he twisted uncontrollably upward. Geth had warned him about not being able to make it back to the surface before his lungs gave out, but at the moment Leven wanted nothing other than to get some air. He was propelled at speeds he had not thought possible, forced upward by the impact of whatever had struck him near the gateway. Leven broke the surface of the water and shot twenty feet into the air. He made a terrific arc through the sky and splashed back down into the lake.

Leven kicked and thrashed, trying to right both his mind and his body. He had no idea what had just happened. Winter was gone and something had expelled him from the water.

Geth and Clover were no where to be seen.

Leven would have taken a few moments to seriously contemplate his state of affairs, but his earnest reflection was interrupted by something seizing him by his ankles and dragging him irresistibly down, back under the water. Leven screamed, and his body went rigid as it was hauled downward, deeper into the lake.

Leven willed his mind to concentrate. His eyes burned gold and he could suddenly see the recent past: there was Sabine’s dark soul, each tiny fragment melting into the earth. Then Leven’s mind showed him the present: millions of fragments of Sabine wrapped around his feet and dragging him to his death. His thoughts shifted, and he got a glimpse of the future: there he was, floating face down on the surface of the lake, his life over.

Never! Leven’s mind screamed.

His eyes sizzled as he forced the vision of his death to reverse itself. He wrestled with fate and the future to will himself to live. The future was changing. Leven looked down at the millions of bits of Sabine and used his gift to manipulate them away from his ankles and into oblivion. With one incredibly strong thought, Leven blew Sabine’s leftovers away from him. They were dispersed through the water like buckshot from a shotgun blast.

Leven had never felt his gift so strongly. He clawed at the water in an effort to get back to the top, but he was too deep. He would never reach the surface without air. His mind caught hold of fate, and the wind above the Königsee formed itself into a giant vortex, revolving and boring its way down into the water, creating a funnel of air directly above him. The funnel picked Leven up, filling his lungs with air and spinning him out of the water and into the sky.

Leven was now thirty feet above the lake, twisting like a being in a blender. He might very well have been amazed, but his mind was too busy watching the pieces of Sabine gather and regroup. Like a thick black cloud, Sabine raced in from the north, surrounding the funnel and reaching in with thin, sharp limbs to slice and grab at him. Leven’s mind raced with fear. He opened his eyes wide and manipulated the funnel cloud into lifting him higher.

The wind surged upward.

Sabine’s remnants followed, swarming like black bees in the funnel around him. Every particle of Sabine hissed and screamed in confusion and hatred. Leven focused his thoughts, his eyes burned, and the tornado exploded, the wind hurling itself into the clouds and peppering them with Sabine’s leftovers.

Leven dropped like a rock into the lake.

He hit the water headfirst and shot like a bullet down toward the glow. In an instant he could see the gateway. He twisted his body and plummeted straight toward it. There was no time for hesitation. He reached the gateway and stepped into the bottom of the box his grandfather had made.

Instantly the water disappeared, and Leven was lying on the wooden floor of a small room. He coughed and inhaled as deeply as possible. He couldn’t seem to catch his breath. A single candle burned in the far corner. He looked to his left and there was Winter, smiling at him.

“I’m glad you made it,” she said.

“Me, too,” Geth added, jumping from a nearby table onto Winter’s right shoulder. 

Clover materialized next to both of them, his big blue eyes almost sparkling. “Welcome home, Lev,” he said.

Leven was still breathing hard. He glanced around in amazement, wondering if what he saw was real. “So this is Foo?” he asked, realizing that as solid as everything looked, it did have a different appearance than what he had just left.

Leven got to his feet just as the door opened and a smiling Amelia Thumps stepped into the room.

“You made it,” she praised. “I was afraid Sabine might have stopped you. I had no way to keep him from this room when he finally figured out the entrance.”

“We made it,” Winter smiled in amazement.

“Winter,” Amelia said affectionately, taking her in her arms. “Foo has not been the same without you.”

Winter’s memory came rushing back. Her life in Foo was suddenly an actual memory she could recall. The pieces all fell together. She saw her childhood on earth. She saw where she had been standing when she was snatched and brought to Foo. She saw her home here in Foo and the people and friends she knew. She saw Geth as the king that he really was and Amelia as the kind and unknown defender of true Foo.

Amelia stepped from Winter to look closely at Leven.

“So this is the boy?” She asked Clover, eyeing Leven suspiciously. “Are you sure he’s the one?”

“He is,” said Clover. “We’ve seen him do all sorts of odd things.”

“I’ve seen a lot of people do odd things. That doesn’t mean they’re the one.”

“It’s Leven,” Geth spoke forcefully, ending any doubt.

“Geth?” Amelia asked, bowing slightly as she said it. “You’re back?”

“I am,” Geth answered.

“You’re a little shorter than I remember,” she smiled.

“Age has touched your memory,” he laughed.

“Well, I must say this is a great day for Foo.” Amelia turned to focus on Leven. “We’ve been waiting for you,” she said kindly, opening her arms. “I’ve been waiting for you. You are my only family.”

Leven yielded to her embrace, feeling for the first time in his existence the love of family. Despite all the doubt and confusion and fear he felt, it was right to be here. She held him at arms’ length and looked into his eyes.

“I have something for you,” she whispered, her voice quivering with emotion and her eyes shining.

Leven envisioned a watch or a photo or some treasured family heirloom. Instead she handed him a round, ceramic-looking pot with enough potch powder in it to blow up the entire house they were standing in.

“This looks like a bomb,” Leven said nervously.   

“It is,” she smiled, patting him on the shoulder. “I’ve been saving it for years. You need to go back through the gateway with it. Just drop it in the gateway and stand on the crack. You’ll be back here, and the gateway will be destroyed,” she said casually.

Leven looked at the ceramic pot in his hands. It was red with a purple band spinning around it. On one side there was a one-inch nub sticking out. Above the nub there was a bit of unreadable writing.

“Hurry,” Geth whispered.

Leven glanced at the gateway. The colors swirled and spun across the dirt. Leven looked again at the ball in his hands. He glanced at the others. It was one thing to have the courage to travel to Foo, but it was another thing completely to destroy the only exit he had.

“Hurry,” Amelia said, echoing Geth’s order. “There isn’t—”

Amelia’s warning was cut short by Clover’s sudden scream. Everyone looked to the sycophant to find him pointing toward the gateway. Oozing out of the light were thousands of black dots. They hissed and cackled wickedly, swarming up out of the gateway like a thick virus. In an instant they were on Leven, clinging to him, entirely covering his body. Leven thrashed and stamped his feet, trying in vain to shake them off. Holding onto the explosive, his hands were useless.

Sabine was not done.
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Sabine had only one objective. If he could set off the explosive inside of Foo, Leven would be gone and the gateway would be safe from destruction. His thoughts were not clear as millions of crawling pieces of his once-self tried desperately to detonate the ball.

Winter tried to freeze Sabine, but there wasn’t enough of him left for the spell to take. Clover leaped onto Leven’s head and began kicking and swatting at the swarm of gnat-sized particles of black. The darkness covered Leven completely and then began to subside as every bit of Sabine swarmed over the ball, trying to make it explode. Sabine’s remnants clung to the ball, beating it wildly. The detonator sank into the sphere, activating the explosives.

Clover yelped.

Leven dropped to his knees and dove headfirst into the gateway. His head was instantly in the lake, his legs still remaining and kicking in Foo as Winter tried to get hold of them. His mouth filled with frigid water, and the coldness was a vivid reminder of what he had so recently left. He glanced at the walls of the gateway and down at the floor. He could see the piece of sidewalk and road that didn’t match up quite right—the very same spot his Grandfather Thumps had stood on when he started all this. Leven looked at the explosive as he hung upside down with only half his body visible. The ball was covered with what was left of Sabine, every particle of it vibrating frantically. Leven dropped the pot as a noise louder than any he had ever heard shattered his mind.

Darkness engulfed him.
  

Chapter Thirty-One

Foo
 

Leven felt strange. His body was relaxed, settling like liquid on the floor. His ears were still ringing, and he couldn’t see anything but black. He wiggled his fingers to see if he were still alive. He could feel the wood floor. He opened his eyes, surprised to see light. Winter was there smiling at him again.

“Are you okay?” she asked. “We pulled you back.”           

Leven looked up at Winter and at his grandmother. Clover was on the floor next to Geth. Leven glanced at the dirt of the gateway. There was no glow. Clover approached him and put his hand on his arm.

“Are you okay?”

“I’ve never been more scared in my life,” he answered, getting to his feet, and repeating the words all of them had used at least once.

Winter hugged him as his grandmother did the same. Geth was caught in the middle so he considered it to be fate and hugged Leven as well.

You may question the importance of what Leven did, but truth be told he made it possible for every dream to continue and every hope to go on—all without a single thanks from anyone.

As Clover cheered, a large gold platter slipped out from his void and clattered noisily onto the floor. Clover blushed and tried to pick it up quickly.

“Where’d you get that?” Winter asked.

“I, uh . . . I sort of borrowed it from those French guys who picked us up in the ocean,” Clover said, looking at everyone guiltily. “Is that wrong? Because if someone would have told me that’s wrong, I never would have taken it.”

Leven smiled again, amazed at where his life had come to.

“All right then,” Geth clapped. Of course it wasn’t much of a clap, seeing how he had only two little sliver arms. But it was a pretty good click. “We’ve got to get going.”

“Going?” Leven asked. “We’re here.”

“We’ve just started,” Geth said seriously. “We must get to the Turrets of Foo, and you are the only person who can return me to my rightful state. Did I not mention that before?”

Leven did not smile.

“Sabine may be gone, but the division between good and evil grows. We have to stop those who would destroy Foo,” Geth insisted. “Or all that we’ve done is in vain.”

“So we’re no better off?” Leven complained.

“Sabine’s gone,” Winter pointed out, “and the gateway is destroyed.”

Leven didn’t look as though he was impressed.

“I thought destroying the gateway was our mission,” Leven questioned. “Didn’t we—”

“Oh, it’s just the beginning,” Geth interrupted. “Maybe it would help if you take a look at what we’ll be saving,” Geth said. He jumped off Clover and onto Leven’s shoulder.

Leven stood and moved out of the room and down the dark hall. The front door to Amelia’s house opened without anyone touching it.

“How did—?” Leven asked.

“Doors know what to do here,” Geth explained.

Leven stepped out of the house and into Foo and knew, without a doubt, that he was dreaming. He had never seen anything like what he now saw. Not only that, but he could see it clearly; his sight was perfect. Mountains and valleys and rivers and foliage filled his view, but they were nothing like those he had just left behind in reality. The sky was bright yellow near the ground and purple at its crown. Creatures he had never seen, and would have been unable to imagine, ran across prairies of long orange grass that blew in the wind. He could see incredible darkness to the north, and behind that darkness, thin pointed mountains that looked as if they were moving. A river of deep blue water spilled across his view, creating waterfalls in at least twenty places. The clouds were shaped differently, the air seemed to glisten, and if Leven wasn’t completely wrong, he could have sworn he saw a person flying in the distance.

“Wow,” he gasped.

“Not a bad view,” his grandmother said, putting her hand on his shoulder. “But it’s nothing compared to some of the other sights you’ll see here.”

“I can see everything so clearly,” Leven whispered happily.

Geth cleared his wooden mouth. “Now what we must do is get to the other end,” he said kindly. “Of course, that should be no big deal to you.”

“Is Winter coming?” Leven asked, still looking out at the miracle landscape in front of him.

“Of course,” Winter said.

“And Clover?”

“You are my burn,” he replied, a gold goblet slipping out of his robe.

He blushed.

Leven took another long, clear look at his new home and his next journey.

“Can I sleep before we begin?” he pleaded.

“I think we can fit that in,” Geth answered. “Heaven knows you’re going to need to be rested.”

Leven went back into Amelia’s house and to a short couch that sat in front of a huge roaring fire. The fire was not only burning, it was also singing softly. The couch wasn’t long enough to sleep on, but Leven didn’t care. He lay down and stretched out his legs, and as he did so the sofa lengthened to accommodate him. He looked at the couch and then back at all those still standing there.

“Pretty cool,” Leven admitted, closing his eyes as he said it.

“That’s nothing,” Amelia whispered, stepping up and laying a blanket over him.

Leven would have said thanks, but he was out cold.

Clover tisked affectionately. “That’s my little human.”

Geth smiled at Clover. “Keep trying.”

The fire sang softly and the windows dimmed nicely as Leven experienced his first dream in a place where there was nothing but.
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Glossary

Who’s Who in Foo
 

Leven Thumps

Leven is fourteen years old and is the grandson of Hector Thumps, the builder of the gateway. Lev originally knows nothing of Foo or of his heritage. He eventually discovers he is an offing who can see and manipulate the future. Lev's brown eyes burn gold whenever his gift kicks in.

Winter Frore

Winter is thirteen, with white-blonde hair and deep evergreen eyes. Her pale skin and willowy clothes give her the appearance of a shy spirit. Like Sabine, she is a nit and has the ability to freeze whatever she wishes. She was born in Foo, but her thoughts and memories of her previous life are gone. Winter struggles just to figure out what her purpose is.

Geth

Geth has existed for hundreds of years. In Foo he was one of the strongest and most respected beings. Geth is the head token of the Council of Wonder and the heir to the throne of Foo. Eternally optimistic, Geth is also the most outspoken against the wishes of Sabine. To silence Geth, Sabine trapped Geth's soul in the seed of a fantrum tree and left him for the birds. Fate rescued Geth, and in the dying hands of his loyal friend, Antsel, he was taken through the gateway, out of Foo, and planted in reality. Geth is one of the few beings who knows the location of the gateway.

Sabine (suh-bine)

Sabine is the darkest and most selfish being in Foo. Snatched from reality at the age of nine, he is now a nit with the ability to freeze whatever he wishes. Sabine thirsts to know the location of the gateway because he believes if he can move freely between Foo and reality he can rule them both. So evil and selfish are his desires that the very shadows he casts seek to flee him, giving him the ability to send his dark castoffs down through the dreams of men so he can view and mess with reality.

Antsel

Antsel is a member of the Council of Wonder. He is aged and fiercely devoted to the philosophy of Foo and to preserving the dreams of men. He is Geth's greatest supporter and a nit. Snatched from reality many years ago, he is deeply loyal to the council and has the ability to see perfectly underground.

Clover Ernest

Clover is a sycophant from Foo assigned to look after Leven. He is about twelve inches tall and furry all over except for his face, knees, and elbows. He wears a shimmering robe that renders him completely invisible if the hood is up. He is incredibly curious and mischievous to a fault. His previous burn was Antsel.

Jamoon

Jamoon is a Sabine's right-hand man as well as a rant. Being a rant, half of his body is unstable, transformed continually into the form of the dreams being entertained by humans. He is totally obedient to Sabine's wishes. Jamoon believes Sabine’s promise that if he and his kind can get into reality, the rant's unusual condition will be healed.

Hector Thumps

Hector Thumps is Leven's grandfather and the creator of the gateway. When fate snatched him into Foo, he fought to find a way back to the girl he loved in reality. His quest nearly drove him mad.

Amelia Thumps

Amelia is old. She is the woman Hector Thumps married after he returned to Foo a second time. She is Leven's grandmother and lives between Morfit and the Fundrals of Foo. She is the protector of the gateway to Foo.
  

The Order of Things
 

Cogs

Cogs are the ungifted offspring of nits. They possess no great single talent, yet they can manipulate and enhance dreams.

Lithens

Lithens were the original dwellers of Foo. Placed in the realm by fate they have always been there. They are committed to the sacred task of preserving the true Foo. Lithens live and travel by fate, and they fear almost nothing. They are honest and believed to be incorruptible. Geth is a lithen.

Nits

Niteons, or nits as they are referred to, are humans who were once on earth and were brought to Foo by fate. Nits are the working class of Foo. They are the most stable and best dream enhancers. They are given a powerful gift soon after they arrive in Foo. A number of nits can control fire or water or ice. Some can see in the pitch dark or walk through walls and rock. Some can levitate and change shape. Nits are usually loyal and honest. Both Winter Frore and Sabine are nits.

Offings

Offings are rare and powerful. Unlike others who might be given only one gift, offings can see and manipulate the future as well as learn other gifts. Offings are the most trusted confidants of the Want. Leven Thumps is an offing.

Rants

Rants are nit offspring that are born with too little character to successfully manipulate dreams. They are constantly in a state of instability and chaos. As dreams catch them, half of their bodies become the image and imagination of what someone in reality is dreaming at the moment. Rants are usually dressed in long robes to hide their odd and unstable forms. Jamoon is a rant.

Sycophants (sick-o-funts)

Sycophants are assigned to those who accidentally step into Foo. They are there to help those who come in adjust and understand. Their entire lives are spent serving their assignments, who are called their burns. There is only one way for sycophants to die, but nobody aside from the sycophants know what that is.

The Want

The Want is the virtually unseen but constantly felt sage of Foo. He lives on the island of Lith and can see every dream that comes in. He is prophetic and a bit mad from all the visions he has had.
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To the few who let me fall and then
 offered me a way of redeeming myself.
 May my words help the cause.
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Prologue

Taking Charge
 

Jamoon stood still, as stiff as a petrified plank in the dead of winter, the blood in his veins pulsing slowly. The air inside the cave felt brittle, like paper-thin glass that the slightest movement would crack and split. He closed his gray right eye and exhaled slowly, his frosty breath forming a foggy wreath around his robed head. In his right hand he held a long, wooden kilve, a weapon that harnessed power from dreams. He looked about but could see little in the darkness of the rocky cavern.

Still, Jamoon waited. He inhaled deeply, drawing the frozen fog back into his lungs.

“It’s been hours,” Jamoon complained. “Many hours.”

Sabine and his shadows had left long ago to visit Amelia and to try to find the gateway. Jamoon had been ordered to remain in the cave and wait. He shifted from leg to leg and muttered to himself.

“Always second,” he grumbled.

A Lore Coil had rippled over Jamoon hours before, filling his head with images and information. The explosion that had destroyed the gateway into Foo had created the Lore Coil—a wave of noise and images that radiated outward, traveling across Foo, feeding bits of information to anything it passed over. When the coil reached the borders of Foo, it would rebound and reverberate back to its epicenter, the clarity of its information weakening with each diminishing wave. Most inhabitants of Foo would not consciously perceive anything after the second pass—except for the Sochemists of Morfit, who spent their days listening for coils and debating the meaning of the information that continued to ripple across Foo.

Jamoon had detected the new Lore Coil on its first pass. He had heard the coil chattering about Leven Thumps, and Jamoon had seen an image of Winter. Jamoon had known Winter from before, and even though she appeared somewhat different in the static waves of the coil, there was no mistaking her green eyes. The coil had also spoken of Amelia Thumps and how she was now harboring Geth. The ripples of the Lore Coil hadn’t clearly shown Geth’s condition, but they seemed to indicate that he had somehow become small and vulnerable. Jamoon scowled, his half-heart filled with anger and fury. The hatred Sabine had felt for Geth was equally strong with Jamoon.

Jamoon had heard the waves of the Lore Coil exposing Leven’s condition, whispering that Leven and his band of friends had become susceptible to death. Leven had cheated fate by slipping into Foo through the gateway. Because of that, he could be killed.

That was good news. Unlike so many others who couldn’t be killed in Foo, Leven, Winter, and Geth were vulnerable and could be eliminated.

“Foolish child,” Jamoon said aloud, thinking of Leven.

The Lore Coil had also let Jamoon know that Sabine was still alive. Jamoon was both frightened and relieved by the news. He now stood still, dutifully awaiting his master’s return.

Jamoon was a rant and very tall—well over six feet, with the right half of his body in the form of a strong and muscular human. His left side, however, was unstable, continually morphing into the shape of the dreams that someone in Reality might be experiencing. As a rant, Jamoon lacked the ability to resist or shape those dreams, and his constantly changing half was in perpetual conflict with his normal self. At the moment Jamoon’s left-hand side had assumed the shape of a Brazilian soccer player, expertly dribbling a ball with that one foot. However, Jamoon’s entire form was shrouded in a black robe, and the conflict he was experiencing was visible only in the constant gyrations underneath the thick fabric.

Jamoon was extremely uncomfortable, and as his right and left sides strained against each other, his body creaked in the frigid air. He shivered violently, the cold of the cave having seeped into the marrow of his bones.

His frosty breath ascended to the ceiling of the cave. “Come, Sabine,” Jamoon whispered. “Where are you?”

In the distance a mournful howl sounded. It grew louder. Alarmed, Jamoon raised his kilve as if to fight. The noise became clearer, but the darkness kept it a mystery. Jamoon lifted his kilve higher and scratched its tip against the ceiling like a match. The friction made a shrill screech and caused the end of the kilve to glow. Jamoon quickly used the white-hot tip to draw a circle around himself on the floor of the cave for light. The completed arc glowed brightly, illuminating the walls and ceiling of the cave with pale images of old dreams that had been held in the kilve. In the light of the glowing circle Jamoon could see bits of black as they rippled across the ground. The blackness stopped outside the glowing circle, hissing and screaming as though tormented. Jamoon looked on in disbelief and shivered for a whole new reason. At his feet writhed the surviving pieces of Sabine.

“Master?” he questioned.

The black bits did not answer. The explosion of the gateway had blown Sabine apart, leaving nothing but a few hundred tiny specks of him in Foo. Those bits recoiled from the circle of light, back toward the entrance of the cave, compelling Jamoon to follow. Reluctantly, he stepped out of the light and dumbly obeyed, watching as the remains of Sabine snaked through the long, thick neck of the cave, weaving and sliding as though being controlled by some magnet below the soil.

Jamoon followed.

Sabine’s dark remains exited the cave and swirled out into the open. The bright, square sun was just beginning to sink in Foo, and in the rapidly diminishing daylight, the surviving bits of Sabine were screeching angrily.

Outside the cave, just twenty feet away from its entrance, stood a fantrum tree whose branches were filled with nihil birds. The ugly fowls were frantically pecking at and devouring specks of old dreams. Those dreams had entered Foo, but upon leaving they had dusted the leaves and the ground surrounding the tree. The nihils were incredibly dirty birds. Black as rot, they did nothing but consume the residue of once-good dreams. They would peck feverishly at trees and soil until the branches were devoid of leaves and the ground was barren. Their call sounded remarkably like a wet cat being wrung out by someone with very large hands. As pestlike and insignificant as they were, this particular gathering of nihils was about to become something much more bothersome and significant.

The leftover bits of Sabine screamed and writhed on the ground, the noise attracting the attention of the nihils. Instantly, every last filthy bird swooped down and began to feast greedily upon the few remaining tidbits of Sabine.

Jamoon gaped in horror at the frenzied sight, his good right eye twitching uncontrollably.

“Foul!” the soccer half of him hollered.

Jamoon stamped at the ground and swung his kilve, but the nihils were not afraid. The birds simply scattered and immediately took to the sky, circling Jamoon in the dusky light of fading day. In a few moments all the nihils had finished eating and were soaring high overhead, their raucous calls creating an ugly din in the gathering darkness.

Jamoon looked to the soil but could see nothing remaining of Sabine. He shivered as the disappearing sun withdrew its warmth and the nihils continued to circle, swooping lower with each pass. Soon the birds were inches above Jamoon, hovering around his robed head. Jamoon looked up as the ugly birds began to falter in their flight, losing control of their wings and fluttering desperately. The birds belched and screamed in pain. Apparently they had eaten something that didn’t agree with them.

The Sabine in them was taking a toll.

One by one and ten by ten the nihils plummeted to the ground, landing with dusty thuds. Jamoon covered his head as the flock of dead fowl rained around him. In a couple of minutes every last one of them had collapsed, heaped around Jamoon like a pile of matted fur.

Jamoon brushed one of the soiled carcasses off his head and shoulders. His breathing was heavy, and he could smell the stench of the dead nihils. He looked around.

“Sabine is dead,” he whispered, and a thin smile appeared on the right side of his mouth.

The soil beneath the dead nihils hissed.

“Goal!” the left half of Jamoon yelled.

The soil hissed again, and the dead bodies of the nihils began to flutter and twitch. The spastic motion continued for a few moments, after which the dead birds began to rise. The nihils were very much expired, but thanks to their fermenting final meal, their dark bodies were moving.

Slowly at first, then more rapidly, hundreds of dead black birds rose from the ground. They beat their wings and took to the air, screaming and swirling in a dark cloud about Jamoon’s head and hovering over him. There was no soul in them, but the final evil traces of Sabine caused their muscles and wings to still burn and react.

Jamoon pointed toward the birds and moved his right hand forward. The nihils moved as instructed. Jamoon lowered his hand, and the dead birds swooped to the ground and began to tear at the soil with their talons, furiously clawing at the earth.

Jamoon raised his hand, and the nihils rose and circled in a large black cloud behind him.

Jamoon liked the feeling of power. His right side smiled. Sabine was dead, but in his dying he had given Jamoon a powerful tool in the fight to merge Foo and Reality. Jamoon had the loyalty of the many armies of rants and those who fought to escape. Jamoon also possessed the secrets and traditions Sabine had instilled in him. He was a rant, but Sabine had shown Jamoon great things. Sabine had trusted him more than he trusted any other, and Foo knew this. Those in dark power would have no trouble aligning themselves with him. Jamoon could continue the battle to mesh his world with Reality, to take the power and gifts of Foo and rule the physical world, a world that wasn’t even aware of Foo’s existence or of the sacrifices of its inhabitants. Jamoon believed that if Foo and Reality were merged he would finally be whole.

“No longer second,” Jamoon breathed.

Jamoon turned back toward the cave, motioning the dead nihils to follow. The hordes of tattered and filthy-looking birds obeyed his will and swirled about him. Their obedience gave Jamoon a feeling of great confidence and power. It was as if he were soaked in the wicked essence of Sabine.

Jamoon moved into the cave and down toward the deeper tunnels and caverns where the roven farms were. He needed to send the rovens to take care of Leven and Winter. He also needed to rally the Ring of Plague to help him find and destroy Geth.

The battle for Foo was far from over.
  

Chapter One

Let ’er Rip
 

A thin, yellow light trickled through the window, lighting the room like a funeral parlor or like a restaurant wanting to hide its uncleanliness and save on electricity. Framed by the room’s only window, a giant cube of sun melted in the purple sky and large, oval-shaped flocks of Tea birds cawed and whistled through the air as they returned to the Swollen Forest. In the distance, Morfit’s highest mountain jutted above the horizon, its twin black peaks ringed by thinning patches of marsh-colored hazen, looking like two burnt fingers wrapped in dirty gauze.

Most residents in Foo were settling into their homes and hideaways, preparing to receive the incoming dreams night would bring. The air was quiet and dry, and the last whistle of the Tea birds
 faded. The trees had folded their branches and tucked their crowns down, like reprimanded soldiers who couldn’t bear to look their commanding officer in the eye. As the landscape dimmed, Foo felt empty, showing no signs of life.

Amelia Thumps stood inside her home, gazing out the window at the darkening view of Foo’s sleeping countryside. It was beautiful, and the evening felt as inviting as a warm bed after a long day. But Amelia knew it was not entirely peaceful. She could see there was no one about and nothing happening; still, she could sense something brewing on the horizon. She pushed her thick glasses up on her old, prunelike nose and sighed.

“So silent,” she murmured to herself. “So quiet.”

Amelia felt certain that if she were to sneeze, it would be heard as far away as Cork.

Amelia looked out the window with purpose. She had experienced enough in her life to know when things were about to change. She shook her head, wishing she could shake off the bits of dread in her heart.

“I’m too old for this,” she muttered. “Much too old.”

As Amelia stood gazing out the window, Leven was sleeping soundly a few feet away. The room was large, with clean, clay-tiled floors. Heavy, dark beams of wood spanned the ceiling, and the fire in the large stone fireplace was casting dancing shadows onto the walls. In the center of the room was a beautiful table that Hector Thumps had crafted many years before out of the wood of a fantrum tree. Amelia reached out and lovingly ran her hand along the edge of the table.

“Hector,” she whispered, the touch of the wood reminding her of the husband she had lost so long ago.

Amelia sighed deeply and bent forward with her shoulders slumped. Her old bones whined like ancient hinges on a heavy door.

Amelia looked at Leven.

She had always supported the dreams of mankind, but now she was having second thoughts. For the first time in a long while she felt that she had something she could lose.

Winter’s soft snoring pulled Amelia from her thoughts. The young, wild-haired girl was sound asleep, lying on a long, feather-covered bench at the opposite end of the room. Amelia glanced again through the window and then turned back into the room, her face solemn and drawn, like a horse that had just learned the world was out of feed. She looked down at the thin sliver of wood lying on the large table. Stepping over, she bent down and poked it with her finger. The sliver awoke, blinked, and smiled up at her.

“A toothpick, huh?” Amelia said. “The great Geth now a needle of wood.”

“I was as surprised as you are,” Geth yawned. “Fate took me where it would.”

Geth sat up and stretched his two thin arms. He flexed the tiny fingers Winter had carved for him and patted his pointed head. He blinked his eyes and looked down at the body and legs fate had given him. He was a toothpick, but he was here.

“It’s not going to be easy,” Amelia said sternly. “Getting you restored. You know, I hate to say it, but it might not be possible.”

“Don’t be foolish,” Geth responded.

“Reprimand the young,” Amelia said, waving him off. “I’ll always speak my mind. The truth is, they will hate him like they hate you. The second Leven steps out of here he will have many enemies. The good cower in fear while the selfish move forward with the unraveling of Foo. And you will be sought after by many. Sabine might be gone, but Jamoon will never let you be restored to everything you were.”

“We’ll make it,” Geth insisted. “You know the end. A person as stubborn as you would have nothing to do with this if you did not believe in the end.”

Amelia was silent for a moment. Her eyes, looming large through the deep lenses of her heavy glasses, looked pitch black.

“They have been stealing gifts,” she finally said.

“What?” Geth said, opening his small eyeholes as wide as he could.

“I have seen many who have had their gifts stolen,” she whispered. “Sabine’s desire was to transfer the gifts, but I don’t think they have that part down yet. Some nits give their gifts up freely for the promise of being left alone.”

“I don’t believe it,” Geth declared, his soul tightening.

“Believe it,” Amelia said quietly. “There is talk of Winter having been involved with some of it during her studies with Sabine, years ago.”

“Any help she gave Sabine was inadvertent. I know her soul,” Geth said. “Look what she’s done for Leven.”

“I’m just reporting what I hear,” Amelia said. “So, does Leven know about his . . . condition?”

“He has no idea,” Geth replied.

“He will soon,” Amelia said. “I think the destruction of the gateway created a Lore Coil. There is a great silence out there, as if a strong coil has passed over.”

“Then we must travel fast,” Geth said. “I have to get to the turrets and be restored.”

“And Winter?”

Geth looked toward Winter as she slept. “She cannot be restored. Without Antsel, it’s impossible.”

“I never thought I’d hear you say that word,” Amelia smiled. “Your time in Reality seems to have changed you.” She looked at Geth closely. “You do seem different.”

“I’m just as I was,” he insisted mildly. “But I have to tell you . . .” Geth stopped talking and looked carefully around the room. “Clover?” he called softly. “Clover?”

Amelia looked about as well.

“Clover, I know you’re here,” Geth said, narrowing his eyes.

Clover appeared, red-faced and clinging to Amelia’s arm. He was about twelve inches tall with gray hair all over his body except on his elbows, face, and knees. He wore a shimmering robe and a constant expression of mischief. His big blue eyes shone brightly in the dim light, and his leaflike ears fluttered softly. Leven was his burn, and he was a sycophant, one of the most important and magical things about Foo.

“I wasn’t listening,” Clover promised. “I thought I saw something on her shoulder.” Clover brushed Amelia’s sweater. “I’m sure it was just a bit of lint or something. I guess you’re not big on housekeeping.”

Geth and Amelia stared at him.

“Oh, all right,” Clover admitted. “I heard you mention Antsel, and I couldn’t help listening.”

Geth smiled, then whispered, “Listen, we’ve got to get to the fire in the turrets. I must be restored. We can gain the advantage if all that was taken from me can be reclaimed. But if a Lore Coil has communicated our condition, we could be in for a challenge. We can only hope that Jamoon’s forces misunderstand or don’t receive the message. We cannot—”

Geth was interrupted by a loud wailing noise coming from outside. High above Amelia’s home the sky screamed, sounding like every key of an organ being simultaneously pounded. Clover disappeared, and across the room Winter stirred slightly.

Pwwwwump! Skarrrrettt!

Something heavy fell onto the thatched roof, shaking the entire home.

Pwwwummp! Pwwwummp!

There was another thump and another thud and another bang. The noise was followed by the sound of violent scraping and scratching from above. Broken bits and pieces of the ceiling began to rain down. Winter awoke and sat up. The long-sleeved blue shirt and jeans she had on were covered in debris. Winter’s green eyes were as wide as lily pads.

“What’s that?” she cried, pointing at a huge hole in the ceiling where thick, leathery claws were scratching and ripping their way in. Winter looked at Leven, who remarkably was still sleeping on the couch.

“Lev!” she yelled. “Lev!”

The fire, which had only moments before been singing to Leven, began to echo Winter’s scream like a trained parrot. “Lev! Lev! Lev!”

Other giant holes appeared all over the ceiling as numerous claws tore through the wooden roof. Amelia grabbed Geth from off the table.

“Looks like they’ve heard you’re here,” she said, shoving the great king behind her right ear. “We can’t let them find you.” She ran toward Leven, but a giant roven dropped down from the ceiling, landing in front of her and blocking her progress.

The roven was huge and hairy with wide copper wings. It had large, swirling eyes and a thick, hooked beak. Screaming at a decibel level unsafe for most eardrums, it grabbed Amelia’s arm with its talons and tossed her aside. She landed in a heap on Leven.

Confused and still half asleep, Leven struggled to sit up as Amelia tried to lift herself off of him.

“What’s happening?” Leven asked.

“The rovens are here,” was Amelia’s only reply.

Leven looked around, not certain if what he was seeing was real or a dream. He was new to Foo and still unsure of what to believe. The white T-shirt he had bought in France and his blue jeans were rumpled from the small amount of sleep he had gotten. He touched Amelia’s couch with his hand, trying to convince himself he was awake.

Unfortunately, he was, and it was raining rovens.

The large, hairy beasts poured through the holes in the torn-up roof and ceiling by the dozens. They had different colors of hair and long, thick, talonlike fingers. They flapped their coppery wings and cawed like a murder of mutated crows. Some were roosting on Amelia’s furnishings, while others surrounded Leven and Amelia on the couch, pressing their heavy bodies into them. Winter was on the opposite side of the room, boxed in a corner.

The fire was screaming.

A fine silt of wood and grass from the demolished roof filled the air. Winter counted the rovens and focused her glance as if to work her gift. Unfortunately, fate had other plans. A thick wooden beam dropped from the ceiling, knocking Winter in the back of the head and sending her sprawling onto the floor.
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“Winter!” Leven yelled, as a roven seized him by the arm.

Amelia pushed through two big rovens, yelling, “Stop this!”

The rovens cawed menacingly as Amelia knelt down by Winter and checked for life. Winter was breathing, but she was out cold.

Amelia threw a frightened glance at Leven.

A few of the larger rovens leapt back up to the ceiling and began to bite and tear and pull at one of the biggest openings. Moments later they dropped down and backed away.

Leven was looking up at the opening, peering through it at the purple sky, when his view outward was suddenly obscured by the shadow and shape of a giant roven descending into the room. Leven had never seen a roven before, much less a roven of such massive size. The menacing creature was more than twice Leven’s height, and its huge, copper wings grew directly from its shoulders and along its gigantic arms. The wind from its thick wings swept through the room as the roven settled itself. Its entire body was covered with bright orange hair, and a pair of small, hooded, yellow eyes glared out from its fierce-looking face. The hair covering its body was so bright, it was hard to look at it directly. Braided around the roven, like a loose harness, were two thick, leathery bands that crossed in an X in front. The roven’s chest was thick and wide like an ape’s, but in every other point the creature resembled a mutated raven.

As the giant roven settled heavily onto the floor of the cottage, the other rovens in the room all lowered their heads in deference and spread their wings wide in a bow. The ugly leader opened its beaklike lips and emitted a triumphant bellow, then closed its huge mouth with a resounding clack.

The fire fainted.

Leven was shaking. He had stepped into Foo with the hope that things would be calm and safe. What he was staring at now was anything but.

“Look at my roof,” Amelia demanded, talking to the rovens as if they were just a gang of bothersome kids who had cut across her prized lawn. “I’m not fixing that. And what have you done to Winter—”

The orange roven turned on Amelia and roared, distorting the old woman’s lips, nostrils, and wrinkled forehead with the force of its cry.

Amelia pulled Winter into her lap.

The lead roven sniffed loudly. It beat its wings and turned to face Leven. It screeched in Leven’s face, giving Leven a good whiff of what it had eaten earlier. Judging by the smell, that was something meaty and well past its expiration date.

The roven strutted around in a circle and flapped its wings. It peered under the table and behind furniture, as if searching for something. After a couple of minutes it turned back to Leven, roaring menacingly and covering Leven’s face with spit.

Leven was too frightened to even wipe it off.

The orange roven bellowed again and flapped its mighty wings, signaling the rovens around it to move into action. Like robots they arranged themselves into two lines, one along either side of the large room, pushing any furniture out of the way and creating a barrier between Leven on one side and Amelia and Winter on the other. The speed with which they moved and the precision of their formation was amazing, and Leven watched in awe as each found its place and stood at attention. Those rovens who couldn’t find a place in the room began to scratch and scream and push out into the open, extending the line outside the house.

Leven dashed from the couch and broke through the line of rovens. The big birds were too occupied with getting into formation to pay any attention to him. Leven knelt down by Amelia, who was sitting on the floor, holding the unconscious Winter in her lap.

“What are they doing?” Leven gasped, his body shaking. “There are so many.”

“They’re diggers,” Amelia spat.

“This could be interesting,” Geth whispered, speaking up from behind Amelia’s ear.

Once they were all lined up, the rovens began to dig furiously at the ground. There were hundreds of them, and their sharp, leathery talons ripped through the flooring of Amelia’s home and into the rich soil as easily as a child spooning a trench in a sandbox. Dirt flew everywhere as the rovens’ talons spun violently. The trench they created was long and deep, and in a few moments most of them had dug so far down Leven couldn’t see them.

The giant orange roven was still in the room, its yellow eyes trained on Leven and its wide copper wings stretched out as if to hide the chasm the rovens were creating. It glared at Leven, smiling as wickedly as its beaklike mouth would allow.

Leven needed his gift of seeing and manipulating the future to kick in. He tried to clear his mind and get an idea of what was happening. If he could see what was coming, he thought he might be able to manipulate it to his advantage. It was a nice idea, but it was too late. His eyes stayed brown. Besides, the danger was now, not in the future, and there was nothing any of them could do about it.

Finally, the orange roven clamped its wings shut, stepped backward, and dropped down into the trench the others had dug.

All noise faded as the roven disappeared.

Leven looked at Winter. Her eyes were closed, and her breathing was shallow. Her blonde hair hung wildly around her pale face. Leven shook his head; he couldn’t seem to focus his thoughts. He had entered Foo with the understanding that it would be a marvelous place filled with endless possibilities. He had thought the main challenge would be to get here. Now, as he looked around, he felt just the slightest bit misinformed.

The air remained still. For all the fuss and fanfare the rovens had made dropping in, it now seemed as though they had simply dug themselves into the earth and vanished.

Leven was amazed at the size of the trench they had created. It was as wide as the room and extended in both directions out either end of the house. Leven could see the large table that had once been in the middle of the room teetering on one edge of the gap.

Leven fell to his stomach and began to inch closer to the large trench the rovens had dug.

“Shouldn’t we be running away instead of crawling toward it?” Clover asked, materializing on Leven’s back as he crawled.

“I don’t—” Leven reached the edge of the trench and stopped talking. Looking down, he groaned deeply.

There was no sign of any rovens, and the trench was so deep and so dark that Leven couldn’t see the bottom. Clover jumped off Leven’s back to stand beside him, and the two of them peered into the abyss. They looked to the left where the dark void stretched out as far as they could see. They looked to the right and could see no end of the trench in that direction, either. It reminded Leven of a thin, dark, evil version of some huge, un-grand canyon.

“This can’t be good,” Leven said breathlessly.

Clover leaned forward over the edge, staring into the darkness. “Dumb birds,” he spat. “I have half a mind to jump down there and sink my teeth into them. Who’s going to clean up this mess?”

Amelia shifted Winter from her lap and crawled over next to Leven. She peered over the edge with Geth still behind her ear.

“Fascinating,” Geth observed.

All of them gazed down into the endless dark.

“Maybe we should . . .” Leven began.

Leven wasn’t going to say anything profound or offer up any real solution. He was simply going to suggest something like, “Maybe we should back up,” or, “Maybe we should get away from the edge before anyone falls in.” But, for all any of the others ever knew, he may have been about to say something that would have been wise and useful, an observation they could have used to buoy their spirits and work toward a hopeful solution and a plan of action.

Either way, it didn’t make a difference.

Leven’s words were interrupted by the guttural screeching of hundreds of rovens streaming up from the deep, dark crevice they had dug. The large fowls erupted from the darkness like a geyser of colorful, howling demons.

Leven, Clover, Amelia, and Geth didn’t even have time to turn away before the rovens were right below them, latching onto the sides of the trench and clinging to the walls.

Leven spotted the huge orange roven. The beast’s yellow eyes glowed with hate as it looked directly at Leven and screeched one last time. Then the wings upon the rovens’ shoulders and arms began to shift and spin. They whirled together, creating a tremendous fan. Their spinning wings propelled them forward against the sides of the trench they were clinging to. The thrust of their wings was so great that the trench began to expand. It took Leven a moment to realize what they were doing, but before he could inform his friends, Geth hollered, “They’re widening the rip!”

The ground groaned as it was being wrenched open, and Amelia’s house began to splinter and break apart. Leven felt the soil crumbling beneath him as the walls of the trench collapsed and the ground began to slough off into the chasm. Leven and Amelia each grabbed one of Winter’s hands and dragged her through a collapsing doorway into Amelia’s small, ivy-covered kitchen.

The kitchen was made of stone, with rock counters and green, mossy growth on all the walls. A large window above a sink showed off the now-darkened landscape of Foo. As the house vibrated, the wooden bowls on the counter rattled to the counter’s edge and fell to the floor with a resounding clump, and the kitchen walls began to buckle. Everything was out of focus and jiggling.

The fire in the fireplace regained its strength and began to scream in fear, wrapping itself around any beam or structure it could reach. As it screamed, it emitted fat puffs of smoke.

The large window above the sink blew inward, showering them in a storm of glass. Winter was still out, and the glass littered her hair like diamonds as Leven and Amelia held her up. The floor in the kitchen began to tip and slide toward the rovens’ rip.

“We have to get out of here!” Leven yelled, dusting crystals of glass from his forearm and wishing the gateway were still accessible so they could simply return to Reality.

They turned to run, holding Winter’s arms, but were stopped by the appearance of more rovens standing in formation behind the lead orange one. As Foo continued to shake, the rovens pushed into the kitchen. Fire lit the scene behind them, and Leven could taste the smoke and dust that hung in the air.

The lead roven looked directly at Leven and screeched.

Behind the rovens and through the kitchen door Leven could see what looked to be the entire landscape sliding violently into the gigantic rip the rovens had created. The fire screamed as part of it was dragged down into the trench.

The noise was deafening. Leven stumbled, trying to find his footing, barely able to stand due to the shaking of the ground.

“They can’t kill us, right?” Leven yelled to Geth. “There’s no killing in Foo?”

“There are things worse than death,” Geth yelled back, offering no comfort whatsoever.

“Some wisdom!” Clover screamed from Leven’s right shoulder.

“They’re trying to suck us into the chasm they’ve created,” Amelia yelled. “We’ll wish we were dead if the gunt gets us.”

Leven could think of few things worse than being trapped in the pit the rovens had just torn. And gunt? He didn’t even want to know. Leven had spent so little time in Foo that his mind was not yet capable of imagining some of the brilliant and clever and amazing things Foo and its inhabitants could be capable of.

The orange roven threw its head back and flapped its huge wings. It screeched like a heavy train throwing on all its brakes at once. The rovens beside it did the same. They shook and convulsed in an uneven dance, their wings spinning, their faces puckering in pain. Two seconds later the thick, colorful hair upon their bodies began to fall out in clumps. It dropped to the ground in patches and strips, exposing their white, naked bodies beneath. The hair piled heavily on the ground, surrounding their talons and creating colorful mounds all over the kitchen.

The lead roven continued to glare at Leven. It still seemed powerful, but it looked ashamed of its hairless body. It glanced away and quickly flapped upward through the now-missing ceiling and roof. The other rovens followed its example, pushing off the ground and out into the evening sky. The chasm outside the kitchen was still pulling everything down and under, growing larger every second.

“Watch out for the hair!” Geth warned. “If we’re separated, get to the turrets.”

Leven wanted to reach for Geth, but the piles of hair the rovens had shed began to swirl and rise, filling the air. Clover materialized, holding a comb. He threw the comb to Leven. Leven looked at the purple comb in his hand and wondered if his life could get any more confusing. He suddenly missed Burnt Culvert, Oklahoma. He missed his school and the normalcy of it. He even missed knowing that, as bad as tomorrow might be, he pretty much knew what was coming and had developed a way of coping with it.

The hair the rovens had shed was swarming now, forming a thick cloud that was swirling toward Leven like a tornado.

“Part it!” Clover screamed, waving his own comb in front of himself. “Part it!”

There was no time for that. The hair was flying through the air and crawling across the floor. Thick handfuls surrounded Leven, smothering his scream, dragging him to the ground, and rolling him toward the edge of the chasm. The cloud of swirling hair pushed up his pant legs and down his shirt, filling his ears and nose. He felt as though he were being rolled up in a giant sheet of hairy sandpaper. Out of his right eye he could see Winter, still helpless, being dragged across the ground by another cloud of hair. He knew that Geth and Amelia were most likely experiencing a similar fate.

Hair filled Leven’s mouth and gagged him, smothering his terrified screams. He was powerless to resist. He was going over the edge. He tried to yell again, but it was too late.

The entire house was sliding into the expanding chasm. The fire had gone from screaming to running, grabbing at anything it could hold. A roven got in the way, and the fire twisted itself around its neck, choking the life out of it and setting its wings aflame.

The remaining bits of house gave in. Walls tumbled and folded into the dark void as the rip swallowed everything near its edge. The great chasm was now a mile wide and growing longer and wider with each second.

Leven kicked and screamed, but the hair dragging him was too strong. The funnel cloud of hair carried Leven over the chasm’s edge and down into the dark void. The hair then released its grip, flying off into a thousand different directions. Leven grasped at the air with his hands, desperately reaching for anything to halt his fall.

Winter!
Geth! Clover! he thought.

It was pointless. There was nothing secure for Leven to grab onto. Everything within his view was being sucked down into the horrific rip the rovens had created.

There was no light. Leven could feel broken sections of Amelia’s home and the soil it had stood on tumbling past him as he fell. The dirt tore at him, twisting around his torso. Leven’s head bounced off the side of the chasm, and he could feel blood running down his face. As he tumbled downward, his body contorted painfully. Leven could see flashes of fire, and a great rumble filled his ears.

Leven relaxed his body, realizing that there was nothing and no force strong enough to stop him from falling deeper and farther down the chasm. Fate had brought him to Foo, and now fate had tossed him to a very dark end. Leven’s head again bounced off the side of the chasm, and his vision began to go black.

He couldn’t help feeling incredibly misled.
  

Chapter Two

Wedgie
 

It’s not easy starting something new. Few things are more intimidating than walking into a brand-new situation and having to make the best of it. Maybe your parents moved during your ninth-grade year and you had to make new friends in a foreign country where everyone spoke a different language from yours. That’s uncomfortable, and, as any well-meaning adult might say, “a character-building experience.” But what if you feel like you already have enough character, and you don’t want to leave all your friends and go to a foreign country with different money and food and a big school where the other kids ignore you and make you wish you were a treasure chest or a dog bone or anything buried deep beneath the earth and out of sight? What then? Well, you do as your parents tell you, and hope you don’t perish from too much character development.

Foo was not new to Geth, and yet here he was in a new situation where he would be fortunate to come out with just a little more character and not something far worse. Sure, he was not one to worry; he was, after all, a lithen who trusted fully in fate.

But something was different now.

Previously, Geth had been a tall, strong, formidable leader, feared and respected by most of the inhabitants of Foo. At present, however, he was a little less strong, a good bit less intimidating, and totally ignored by most people—which was understandable, seeing how no one pays much attention to a toothpick.

As the huge rip opened up, swallowing Amelia’s house and everything in it, Geth had somehow managed to get stuck in the side of the crevasse. His frail little toothpick legs were embedded in the wall of the great trench. He closed his mouth and eyes as a torrent of dirt and debris tumbled past him.

He couldn’t hear much above the roar of the avalanche of soil, but as the sound died just a bit, he felt the wall in which he was pinned slip and begin to descend in one giant slab.

Fate was having some fun.

Riding the toboggan of soil, Geth slid down into the dark chasm. Finally his descent slowed, and the wall of dirt he was stuck in came to a stop. Geth lay there on his back, looking up at the dim light at the opening of the crevasse, far above him.

A large, dark object was sliding down the wall toward him. For a moment, Geth figured it was a roven whose wings had been clipped in the chaos. But two seconds later, the heavy object landed on him, smothering him. Geth could tell by the smell of lintwood perfume that it was Amelia.

She was out cold and on top of him.

Geth could barely breathe. He would have been fine with waiting for fate to show how clever and wise it was, but he knew that what he most needed now was to get out from under Amelia and find Leven and Winter. He wriggled his arms and did his best to poke Amelia as she lay on top of him. It took a little effort, but on the fourth try he was able to give her a pretty good jab.

Amelia moaned.

Two more jabs, and she was fully conscious and moaning in complete sentences.

“That’d better be you, Geth,” she warned. “And if it is, stop poking me!”

Amelia rolled off of Geth and felt carefully around on the dark ledge. Her right hand found the edge of the shelf while her left hand located Geth. She pinched him extra hard as she pulled on him and popped his legs out of the dirt.

“I suppose I deserved that,” Geth said.

Amelia brushed him off the best she could in the dark.

“I think I have an amber stick,” she remembered. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out a wooden stick about three inches long. It was rough on the ends and smooth in the middle. She slid her fingers along the smooth center of it, massaging a small bit of oil from the wood onto the thumb and middle finger of her right hand. Then she snapped her fingers near one end of the stick and it lit up, crackling and spitting. She snapped her fingers at the other end, and it too burned. The light gradually drew into the center of the stick, causing the entire thing to glow while remaining cool to the touch. She held the stick out over the chasm and peered downward.

“Wow,” she whispered.

The rip the rovens had created was gigantic, and things were still settling. Of course Geth and Amelia had no way of determining just how long it stretched or how deep it went, but they could detect a low, buzzing sound way up above them.

“Do you hear that?” Geth asked.

“Locusts,” Amelia answered. “Jamoon is probably using them to inform the whole of Foo that he’s after you.”

“We’ve got to get out of here,” Geth said.

“How?” Amelia complained. “We’re trapped.”

The ledge they had landed on was thin at one end, but there was room to move around on the other end. Amelia moved to the wider part and snuffed out the amber stick. Geth worked his way up to her right shoulder and patted her gently on her large, wrinkled earlobe. He was glad it was dark.

“I’ve never known you to give up,” Geth said.

“Give up?” Amelia sniffled. “People give up when they have choices. We have no choice. The gunt will be here soon.”

“Fate has fixed worse. Let’s hope the message the locusts are delivering falls upon more friends than enemies,” was Geth’s only reply.

Amelia was a bit dumbfounded. “You’ve changed, Geth,” she said softly. “Where’s the fire you used to have? Where’s your anger?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Geth answered.

“The Geth that Antsel took from Foo all those years ago was considerably more hotheaded. Sabine took your life and your city and all you had worked for. Where’s your resentment, your anger?”

Geth was silent; if he had had a brow it would have been furrowed. Amelia’s words seemed to impact him. He couldn’t see himself very well, but he looked at his arms and legs and wondered at what he had become.

Geth thought back to Reality. He remembered being a tree and the restraint he had used to contain himself. There had been many days when he had wanted badly to wrap a root around the necks of Leven’s sort-of parents, Terry and Addy, and strangle them for being so cruel to Leven. He recalled too how he used to flex and thrust his roots violently under the soil for miles just to let off steam.

And he thought back to his life in Foo before any of this had begun. He could remember his mission and his hatred and disgust for Sabine and for what Sabine wanted to do to Foo. He could still remember Sabine capturing him, and the pain he felt as his soul was extracted and put into a seed. He had felt nothing but hate. But Geth felt none of that now. He had been reduced. His desire to stop what was happening was as strong as ever, but there was no anger in his heart—no hatred.

“Interesting,” Geth whispered to himself. “I hadn’t thought about it.”

His thoughts were interrupted by a faint voice yelling in the distance. Geth jumped off Amelia’s shoulder and inched to the lip of the ledge. Amelia was still sniffling.

“Shhh,” Geth said gently. “I think I hear Winter.”

Amelia caught her breath.

“Geth! Leven!” the voice sounded.

“You’ve got a bigger voice,” Geth said with excitement to Amelia. “Yell out.”

Amelia moved cautiously to the edge of the ledge and peered down into the darkness. “Winter?” she called.

Winter was somewhere below them. They couldn’t see her, but her voice was just loud enough for them to make out what she was saying.

“Are you there?” she yelled from down below.

“We’re here!” Amelia replied.

“And Leven?”

Amelia looked at Geth, wondering what to say.

“Tell her the truth, of course,” Geth insisted.

“He’s not here!” Amelia hollered.

“He must have fallen farther down,” Winter called back. “I’m going after him.”

“No!” Geth and Amelia shouted simultaneously.

Amelia relit her amber stick and peered over the edge. She still couldn’t see Winter.

“I can see your light,” Winter yelled. “I’m on a ledge below you.”

Amelia dropped the amber stick off the ledge, and it drifted down like a falling star about three hundred feet and then stopped.

“Thank you,” Winter called, picking up the glowing stick. She held it up and peered through the darkness at her surroundings. Although far below Geth and Amelia, she still was nowhere near the bottom of the chasm.

Glancing downward, Winter noticed a shaft of light rising from the darkness and shooting toward her. Winter was startled. The light was white and cylindrical and filled with floating circles of color and waves of blue. When it reached Winter, it stopped and leaned toward her. Winter stood still and speechless, waiting for it to touch her. She shivered with excitement.

It had been over thirteen years since Winter had enhanced a dream.

The shaft of light touched her under her chin and quickly spread through her, illuminating her entire being. All at once she was alive in the dream of someone in Reality. It felt so warm and safe and normal that Winter wanted to cry.

The dream belonged to a young girl in Africa—a young girl without a father, who had just lost her cat. Winter took the dream and amplified it by opening her mind. She moved the images around and took away any uncertainty and made it familiar for the young mind dreaming it. She gave the scenes within the dream an unusual hue and pushed the edges out to fit greater amounts of hope and imagination.

Winter felt so alive.

Peering over their ledge, Geth and Amelia could see the dream touch Winter. They watched Winter as she manipulated the light. The bright glow radiating from her body lit up the chasm and revealed a thin ridge that connected the ledge Geth and Amelia were on with Winter’s platform below. Amelia didn’t waste any time. She shoved Geth behind her ear and jumped down the ridge, sliding clumsily toward Winter, digging her heels in the dirt to keep her from plummeting all the way down. Small strings of soil reached out at her, slowing her down as she slid.

Winter manipulated the dream until it began to fade. Then she pushed the light out of her palms and sent what was left of the dream back into Reality.

As her mind was clearing, Winter felt some clods of dirt tumbling down from above. She lifted her amber stick up to see Amelia sliding toward her. More dirt rained down on Winter. Two seconds later, Amelia landed with a thud on the shelf of dirt next to Winter.

“Are you okay?” Winter asked, helping Amelia to her feet.

“Fine,” Geth insisted, peering out from behind Amelia’s lumpy ear. “But we’d better find a way out of here. The gunt will be coming soon.”

“Gunt?” Winter asked, having no recollection of what that was.

“To fill the rip,” Geth answered. “There are borders to Foo. The gunt makes it impossible to dig yourself out. And the last place you want to get stuck is in its path. Many souls have been caught in the glue and trapped forever.”

“Then let’s hurry,” Winter said nervously.

“Hurry how?” Amelia asked, rubbing her sore backside.

“We need to get to the bottom,” Geth replied. “Once we hit the floor, we can run until we reach the end of this rip.”

“What if there is no end?” Winter asked.

“We’ll let fate figure that out,” Geth said.

Amelia took Winter’s hand and scooted to the edge of the shelf. She sat down, wiggling her rear in the soil and tying up her skirt between her legs. Grateful she was wearing jeans, Winter sat next to Amelia, and Geth hopped up onto Winter and made his way to the front pocket of her shirt. It was a position he was very familiar with.

“So we just slide?” Winter asked, holding the glowing amber stick out in front of them and staring off into the darkness.

“The wall looks sloped,” Geth said.

“The wall looks sloped,” Amelia growled. “That’s easy for you to say—it’s not your rear you’re riding on.”

A mournful cry sounded from behind them, dull, but audible.

“The gunt is coming!” Geth said loudly.

Amelia pushed off the shelf and began sliding down the narrow ledge. Winter followed her lead. The ledge, made of clay, was wet from the many streams of water running up the sides, and Amelia and Winter quickly began to pick up speed on the slick surface. Long, fingerlike strands of dirt reached out from the wall of the chasm, attempting to slow them down as they raced. Amelia and Winter were moving too fast for the dirt to have much effect. It was a wild, uncontrollable ride that ended when Amelia’s dress snagged on a protruding root, pulling her to a sudden stop. Winter slammed into Amelia’s broad back.

The dull sound of gunt was no longer dull, but thundering and crashing. Winter looked up behind them and could see thousands of white, froggish blobs showering down. The mushy white blobs meshed together and swelled, beginning to fill the chasm.

“Let’s go!” Geth hollered. “It’s coming.”

“What do you think I’m trying to do?” Amelia shouted, tugging to free herself from the root.

She pulled at her dress, but it wouldn’t give.

The gunt showered closer.

Amelia bent forward and with her old teeth tore at the cloth and bit herself free. Then she grasped Winter’s ankles and pulled her with her as they began to slide again.

The gunt was upon them, racing after them so swiftly it created a tremendous wind, which whipped at Winter’s hair.

“Go!” Geth yelled.

They weren’t fast enough. A huge, sticky frog glob flew into Winter and pushed her from the ledge. Winter would have fallen all the way to the bottom, but the gunt caught her by the ankles, and she hung there upside down on the wall like a fly in a sticky trap. A two-foot-thick waterflight was running up the side of the chasm, making the area where Winter hung a muddy mess. Amelia reached out to try to free Winter.

That was a mistake. As soon as Amelia touched Winter’s ankles, her hands were instantly caught in the white, sticky gunt. She had no choice but to hang onto Winter as millions of gunt balls continued to fill the entire rip in the soil. Gunt was also rising from the floor of the chasm and getting closer.

“This is not good!” Winter screamed, still dangling upside down against the wall, water and mud washing over her and Amelia.

Straining to keep from falling out of Winter’s upside-down pocket, Geth gazed out at the cascading wall of gunt. “I hope Leven’s okay,” he said.

“What?” Amelia panicked, glaring at the toothpick as if he were crazy. “We’ve got to do something! I didn’t wait all these years to be buried by a pile of gunt.”

“It’s in the hands of fate,” Geth said nonchalantly.

Amelia was dumbfounded. She too was a believer in the power of fate, but she knew something was not right with Geth. He was not the person he had been when he was first captured. Then he had been the lead token of the Council of Wonder, motivated by his hatred for anything that sought to destroy Foo. Now here he was rolling over, instead of actively willing fate to work for him.

But none of that mattered at the moment.

The gunt was at hand.

Packed together, like thick globs of egg white, billions of frog-shaped blobs of gunt advanced, pressed together, creating a river of sticky ooze that poured down the walls of the rip, rapidly expanding to fill the void.

Winter watched as a wall of gunt taller than any building or mountain she had ever seen inched steadily toward them.

She looked up at the thick stream of water flowing up the wall. She glanced at Amelia, who was still stuck to her ankles.

Then Winter closed her eyes and triggered her gift.
  

Chapter Three

Thorn in Their Side
 

Tatum Manufacturing was a big, diversified company. Its managers had their figurative hands and literal money in hundreds of products and ideas. Chances were that in a week’s time most people in North America had either sat on, eaten off, or passed by some product that Tatum had helped manufacture.

Geth, of course, was the result of their wood division. It was Tatum that had taken the chunk of him that had contained his heart and turned him into the toothpick he was now.

Geth was appropriately grateful.

The shape he had been shaved down into had made him easy for Leven and Winter to transport, and it had kept him small and out of the direct sight of Sabine.

Yes, Tatum had helped fate well. If questioned, Geth would have nothing but positive things to say about the company that had carved up his heart and spit him out looking like the sliver he was now. But Geth might have felt differently if he had known what else Tatum had done. You see, when the large chunk of tree that contained Geth’s heart had been tossed into the blades and cut down in size, fate had kindly preserved enough of the great king’s heart intact to keep him alive and enable him to guide Leven to Foo. But the monstrous blades of Tatum’s wood division were not quite as skilled and precise as, say, the hands of a well-trained surgeon. In fact, they were less precise than the fins of a poorly trained circus seal. What those imprecise blades had done was put the majority of Geth into one toothpick. But those machines had also trimmed a tiny part of Geth and put it into a separate toothpick. That toothpick had been packaged and shipped from Burnt Culvert, Oklahoma, to North Carolina, while the toothpick known as Geth had stayed in Oklahoma.

And whereas Geth was a traditional-looking toothpick, the small piece of heart shaved from him ended up in a less conservative, specialty toothpick. That specialty toothpick was then packed into a box labeled “Ezra and Son’s Extra Fancy Party Toothpicks.” The marketing line on the label read: “Perfect for picking at even the most prestigious parties.” The toothpicks in those packages were extra long, with fringed plastic purple tops.

Well, no sooner had that package of Ezra and Son’s Extra Fancy Party Toothpicks been trucked across the country and delivered to a large grocery store in North Carolina than Charlie Pork had purchased the pack of toothpicks and carried them to the small sandwich shop he and his uncle Telly ran just off Interstate 40.

It was in that box of toothpicks that this small portion of Geth now lay. Of course, it was no longer Geth. Like a kidney that you might give to a friend in need, this vital part of Geth had been removed and now belonged to a toothpick all its own. And whereas the Geth we all know was a noble being whose every desire was for Foo and fate, this toothpick was different. This toothpick had received the dark part of Geth, and it harbored nothing but anger and hatred.

And confusion.

It was as confused and dark as any toothpick had ever been. Of course, it wasn’t hard to be king of that heap, seeing that there are so few toothpicks who feel anything at all. But as it lay there in that box, the world dark, with thoughts of anger racing through its wooden head, it grew more and more hateful and anxious.

Thanks to a ding, or an imperfection, in the side of its top, the toothpick could hear. His hearing was a bit muffled due to his purple plastic top, but on more than one occasion he heard the name Ezra.

“Throw me that box of Ezra’s,” Charlie Pork yelled.

“This box of Ezra’s?” the help yelled back.

“Them Ezra’s.”

The dark, angry, and confused toothpick had a name.

Ezra was taken out of the box along with a number of lifeless toothpicks and laid in a small tray near the soda fountain. He couldn’t see this, but deduced it when he heard Charlie Pork say, “Put them toothpicks in that small tray next to the soda fountain.”

Every once in a while Ezra would feel a hand reach into the tray, fumble around, and withdraw one of the toothpicks surrounding him.

Ezra knew his time would come. He would be picked, and when he was, he knew what he must do. That part of him that had been taken from him must pay for the horror he now had to suffer. Geth had forced Terry to chop down their tree. Now, thanks to Geth’s thoughtless act, Ezra was incomplete and felt nothing but misery. He was being tortured and had been left with the bad end of the toothpick. Ezra knew of no one to blame besides the one who had gotten the good part of the deal—the one who had taken everything else and left him with nothing but anger. He would find that one and finish him off in a way that would clearly express just how upset and wronged Ezra was. Ezra had only one purpose, one desire—and whereas on a shopping list one item might mean a quick in and out at the grocery store, Ezra’s one item was going to take some time and some very bad fate.

Geth must die.

ii

Tim Tuttle sat silently at his dining-room table. His body was still, but his mind was racing.

Tim was about as average as a person could be. Stick him in a photo with a thousand other people his age, and he would be the last one to stand out or be spotted. He did have two larger-than-usual ears, and his chin looked a bit like a turtle whose head was constantly retracted, but those were his two most distinguishing features. Aside from that, his five-foot-ten stature, brown eyes, white teeth, regular nose, and all the other bits and pieces that make up a fairly normal thirty-nine-year-old man were unremarkable.

Tim Tuttle—an average man with an average job.
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Tim had been a garbage man for over twenty years. Some might argue that he wasn’t living up to his potential, but those arguing that should know that Tim loved his work. Why? Because it gave him the opportunity to think. He had all the time in the world to ponder. And, while collecting cans and dumping trash, Tim was always thinking. He had in fact thought of many great and marvelous things and had fabricated countless machines and toys from the discarded trash of others. But he had also pondered the meaning of life as he hoisted rotting vegetables into the bins, had formulated the answers to the world’s most difficult riddles as he piled old newspapers into the trucks, and had found inner peace while hosing four-week-old egg salad off the curb.

Others, if they thought of him at all, might have thought him to be simply a garbage man with a sad life. In reality, Tim was more content and fulfilled than many of those who generated even the nicest trash. Tim had a beautiful wife, two great children, a comfortable home, and he had time to think.

But at the moment, Tim’s thoughts were far from comfortable. His mind was completely focused on Winter Frore. It had been over a week since he or his wife, Wendy, had last seen Winter, and Tim was more than worried—he was scared something horrific had happened to her. Winter was not their daughter, but they had loved her as though she were. She had been a part of their family, and the Tuttles had tried hard to make up for the horrible life Winter had at home with her mother, Janet Frore. The Tuttles lived a few houses down from the Frores, and they had always kept an eye on Winter.

It’s not terribly unusual for a kind neighbor to be aware and watchful toward someone in need on their street. And the Tuttles were about as kind and solicitous as anyone. But there was a reason beyond the obvious for Tim’s concern for Winter—a reason even Tim and his wonderful mind hadn’t completely sorted out.

It had been almost thirteen years since an old woman had shown up on the Tuttles’ doorstep and whispered a secret. Tim could still remember her face—wrinkled and lumpy. She wore a brown hood over her head and had a pair of horn-rimmed, thick glasses perched on her bulbous nose. She was slightly agitated, but determined in her whispering. At first Tim had not understood her, her speaking was so soft, but she had pulled him closer and whispered fiercely.

He had never forgotten what she said, nor had he repeated it.

When Winter was ten years old the old woman had once again shown up at his door. Tim had been stepping out to go to work, and there she was. Just as before, she had leaned in, whispered the secret, and forbidden Tim to tell another soul. And now Winter was missing.

“Are you okay?” Tim’s wife, Wendy, asked, sitting down next to him. “You look like you have the weight of the world on your shoulders.”

Tim’s heart began beating faster. Something wasn’t right. His meal sat untouched upon the dining-room table in front of him. Steam rose softly from the sugared ham and the small, roasted red potatoes that circled it. There was salad and bread softer than most pillows. A long, thin bowl sat filled with dark gravy, and in two separate spots on the table there were dishes of butter and jam, waiting to be spread onto bread and consumed.

Tim’s two sons, Darcy and Rochester, were sitting on the opposite side of the table. They both had dark blond hair, round noses, and very sad eyes.

“You’re thinking of Winter, aren’t you?” Wendy asked.

“She wouldn’t just leave,” Tim insisted. “I know she wouldn’t. She’s not that kind of child.”

“If it meant she could get away from . . . that Janet woman, she might,” Wendy said.

“She would tell us,” Darcy cried. “She would tell us and say good-bye.”

Tim looked at the faces of his two young boys and at Wendy.

“Maybe you should talk to Janet,” Wendy suggested. “She’s her mother. Find out what she knows.”

“I don’t think she’ll talk to me,” Tim said.

“You have to at least try,” Wendy begged.

“You have to try, Dad,” Darcy chimed in. “Winter’s like our sister.”

“She might be in trouble,” Rochester added.

“I’m sure she’s fine,” Tim said, trying to comfort them. “But I’ll tell you what.” He stuck out his weak chin and tried to smile. “If it makes you feel better, I’ll talk to her mother and to the police.”

It was as if Tim Tuttle had just announced that there would be four Christmases this year. The other three faces lit up with hopeful smiles.

“And if they don’t know anything, I’ll try to find her myself,” Tim threw in, knowing that Winter was too important to simply forget about. “But we have to believe that she is okay. We have to hope for the best. After all, she’s a remarkable girl.”

“I’ll say she’s remarkable,” Rochester said. “She froze her whole class.”

“Froze her class?” Tim asked in confusion.

Rochester’s cheeks reddened and he glanced at his own knees.

“Froze her class?” Tim pressed.

“I don’t know if it’s true,” Rochester finally admitted. “But some older kids were talking about how she froze her class—she turned them all into ice.”

“Don’t be silly,” Wendy said, picking up her fork and stabbing a thin slice of meat. “They weren’t speaking literally. How could someone freeze her class?”

Rochester shrugged and looked at Darcy.

“Last I heard it was impossible to freeze people,” Tim tried to joke, his heart still racing. “Now, let’s eat before this meal is frozen.”

All of them ate with Winter on their minds.
  

Chapter Four

Chew for Your Life
 

Leven opened his eyes to find nothing but darkness. The slide to the bottom of the chasm had not been easy, and his head let him know it. It was throbbing. If not for the cold ground beneath his back, he would have had no idea which way was up. He closed his eyes, hoping that they would adjust to the darkness and that he would be able to make out something.

Nope.

He sat up and held his right hand in front of his face—he couldn’t see any of it. The air was still and cool and smelled of damp dirt and mold. The sound of a few remaining dirt clods raining down from above made the darkness even more threatening.

“Boo!” Clover said from behind him.

Leven jumped three inches.

“Boy, someone’s jumpy,” Clover remarked casually. “That was some fall. You’re lucky we slid the way we did. The soft, needy dirt kept picking at you, trying to slow down your fall. It helped some, but we’re a long way from where we fell in. You probably would have even enjoyed the ride if you’d been conscious,” Clover rambled on. “I wonder how deep we are now. We’re obviously on the bottom, and my wrist is flaring up.” Clover tisked. “I think it’s swollen.”

“So, what happened?” Leven asked, still in shock.

“It’s an old injury, actually,” Clover said. “I glued a lobb ball to my hand and threw it. I was trying to see if I could—”

“Not to your wrist,” Leven said. “What happened up there?”

“Oh,” Clover sniffed. “Well, those were rovens, and now we’re miles below the surface of Foo.”

“What are rovens?”

“I think they come from the medieval dreams period,” Clover said. “Useless—they can’t even manipulate dreams. Plus, they can be killed, and they let their hair do their dirty work for them. Don’t mess with them, though—their talons are sharp as razors and can dig through anything. When they shed their feet or hands, or when they’re killed, their talons are used as weapons.”

Leven could feel Clover walking on the top of his head. He reached up and pulled him down. He wished Clover could see his eyes and in doing so realize how seriously confused he was.

“Where’s Winter? And Geth?”

“Well, that’s a good question.” Clover cleared his throat. “I’ll be honest with you. I have no idea. We slid a long way over. We could be miles away from them.”

Leven stood and patted his arms and forehead, checking to see if he was all there. Even though he had a cut on his head, a scrape on his right side, and a swollen ankle, he seemed otherwise okay. At least he was alive.

Well, sort of.

It’s hard to feel alive when you find yourself in a place that only weeks before you didn’t even know existed, miles below the surface, in a space so dark that death seems almost attractive if it brings with it the possibility of a little light.

“We’ve got to find Winter,” Leven said, feeling lost without her. “Which way is out?”

“Up,” Clover said, “but I think that might be a bit difficult. So our choices are that way,” Clover turned Leven’s head to look right, “or the opposite way.”

Leven held his hands against the wall and walked sideways, feeling for any opening. There was no light, no gray, no contrast, only blackness.

Leven heard the sound of chewing, followed by the noise of blowing. Suddenly from out of nowhere there was light. Leven spun to find the source and spotted Clover standing on the ground with what looked like a glowing lightbulb sticking out of his mouth.

“What are—”

Before Leven could ask what Clover was doing, the lightbulb burst, and it was dark again.

“Holm on a sec,” Clover chewed. He worked his mouth for a moment, then blew another bubble. As it grew it glowed, illuminating the area around him.

The light didn’t do much to comfort Leven; it actually revealed in an awesome way just how dark and desperate a situation he was in.

“Wow,” Leven whispered, looking around him. “We’re in trouble.”

The chasm was gigantic. Leven could see nothing but black dirt and darkness in all directions. Both walls of the chasm towered up beyond the light and seemed to extend forever. There was no sign of an opening. Leven could still hear the sound of dirt settling and water running up and down the walls in spots. The dirt in Foo vibrated, looking like great walls of staticky soil.

Clover’s bubble burst, and they were plunged into darkness again.

“What is that stuff?” Leven asked, referring to the gum.

“Bubble bulbs,” Clover chewed, his speech slurred. “I neva chew it ’cause it only comes in lemon flavor.” Clover blew a big bubble and once again lit up the chasm. He handed Leven a piece of the gum. “Only one piece left after this.”

Despite all the burns he had experienced at the hands of Clover’s candies, Leven didn’t hesitate; he put the piece in his mouth and began to chew. Clover was right: It was bitter, without even a hint of sweet. Leven grimaced. The gum was tough and tasted like the rind of an old lemon. Leven chewed for a bit more and then blew a bubble about the size of Clover’s head.

It glowed brightly.

He turned, shining the light on everything around them. He could see bits of grass and deep gashes in the steep walls of the canyon. There were also roots and rocks sticking out of certain portions of the chasm walls and floor. In spots, water ran like thin ribbons up the walls. Leven put his right foot in front of his left and began walking along the floor of the chasm into the darkness, hoping there was a way out at the end.

Leven popped his bubble with his tongue. “So you think this will lead us somewhere?” he chewed.

Clover snapped. “Seems like a logical guess.”

Leven blew. The new bubble was big but not quite as bright.

“Eventually the glow runs out,” Clover lamented.

Leven’s bubble burst.

“I’m not sure I made the right choice following you into Foo,” Leven said. “Some paradise.”

“Isn’t it nice?” Clover replied, ignoring the sarcasm. “Wait till spring, everything is so much greener.”

Leven wanted to point out the fact that they might not make it to spring, but he chose instead to light up the way. Clover glowed alongside him, two dimming bubbles making their way down the dark crevasse.

After a few minutes Leven stopped to check his swollen ankle and the cut on his head. The blood was dry, and there was no sign of new bleeding. Both the bubbles he and Clover were currently sporting popped.

“Looks like you’ll live,” Clover chewed supportively.

“I have to live,” Leven said seriously. “Seeing how there’s no killing in Foo. I might not understand everything here, but I’m pretty sure those rovens were trying to kill me.”

“Phooey,” Clover scoffed. “They didn’t push you over the edge, it was their hair.”

“So hair can kill?” Leven asked, dumbfounded.

“It can help,” Clover replied. Both were still covered in darkness, having chosen not to blow. “Besides,” Clover whispered, “you can be killed. Fate didn’t bring you here, you snuck in.”

“I was pushed in.”

“Pushed, snuck, what’s the difference?”

“So, I could have died falling into this?”

“Shhh. That’s not something you want everyone to know.”

“How do you know I can die?” Leven said, suddenly in shock.

“Your grandfather was killed,” Clover said seriously. “He cheated fate and snuck back in, and it was sort of a surprise to everyone when it was discovered that he could be killed.”

“Geth said my grandfather died, but not that he was killed,” Leven said desperately.

“You know Geth,” Clover sighed. “He’s always trying to rainbow up things. Here Geth is dying himself, and he’s still trying to act like everything’s great.”

“Geth is dying?” Leven questioned, the surprise in his voice echoing off the chasm walls. “Where did you hear that?”

“He just told Amelia,” Clover said. “Said unless he’s taken to the flame in the turrets he won’t last more than a couple of days.”

“Am I the same way?” Leven panicked.

“No,” Clover waved. “You’re not a toothpick.”

“We’ve got to get to the turrets,” Leven said, ignoring Clover. “Geth will know what to do.”

“Of course,” Clover insisted. “If Geth isn’t restored, then the battle to save Foo will be almost impossible. And as for you, you might be able to die, but I’m sure you’ll live a long and full life.”

“This is crazy. How am I even alive now?” Leven asked incredulously. “We fell such a long way.”

“Like I said, you were lucky you slid down the side just right.”

“So I’m the only one in Foo who can be killed?”

“There are a few other exceptions—Winter, Amelia, Geth, the rovens, siids, some rants, most vegetation, sheep—but aside from them, pretty much everybody else is indestructible. Of course, Sabine had creative ways to make accidents happen.”

“I heard Amelia telling Geth how some here in Foo would hate me because I destroyed the gateway.”

“Yeah, about that,” Clover sniffed, “I wouldn’t run for any sort of office at the moment. The votes might not be in your favor.”

“Unbelievable,” Leven sighed.

“Life,” Clover sighed softly in return. “I think we’ll look back on this—”

A gigantic sloshing noise sounded out from far behind them. The sloshing quickly became a gurgle, sounding as if the ground itself were gargling. Leven turned toward the sound and blew a bubble as fast as he could. There was nothing but black as far as he could see. The noise sounded again, this time louder.

“What is it?” Leven asked, suddenly shaking.

“Well, I’m not certain, but usually when the rovens rip the soil, gunt follows,” Clover explained. “Normally they don’t begin sealing the thing up so soon, but this is a big rip.”

Clover did not sound like his usual fearless self.

Leven blew another bubble. It was large, but it was dim. The noise was getting closer, but Leven didn’t turn to run. He needed to see to believe. He could feel a rising wind blowing on his face. Then in the far distance Leven saw a white glob smack the ground. Another large glob hit the wall, then another hit the opposite wall, splashing against the dirt like snowballs. There was one up high and two down low and three new ones at eye level. One smacked against the wall not too far from Leven; it looked less like a snowball and more like an albino frog. The gunt belched and then oozed into the wall, waiting for another of its kind to smack up against it and begin to seal the wound the rovens had created.

“We have to go,” Clover insisted.

Leven’s bubble wilted.

It was completely dark, but the sound of gunt smacking into the walls and floor of the chasm was almost deafening now. As the growing glob drew closer it was creating a terrific wind. The air pushed past Leven, blowing his hair and clothes. Leven quickly blew another bubble into the wind.

He half-wished he hadn’t. The gunt blobs were everywhere, up the sides and piling up at the bottom of the rip. The large, white, froglike balls were wiggling and hissing and meshing together, creating a huge, undulating, sticky-looking mass that was filling up the bottom of the chasm and sticking to the walls. The mass was racing like a wave toward Leven and Clover.

The strong air popped Leven’s bubble and pushed it back into his face. Leven turned and began running. He blew another bubble; the weak light lit up only ten paces in front of him. Clover blew too, but his gum was also wearing out.

Leven jumped over a huge hole in the floor of the rip. His gum popped, and he blew another bubble as quickly as he could, hoping he would be able to keep his footing as he ran. The guttural sound of the wall of gunt mounding up behind and rolling toward him was deafening. Like the sound of an approaching tornado.

Smlooooosh!

Leven felt something glom onto the heel of his right foot. It instantly stuck like cement, and Leven’s forward motion wrenched his foot out of his shoe. He didn’t stop to try to grab it, understanding for the first time just how sticky the white gunt was and how stuck he would be if it got hold of him entirely.

Both bubbles burst.

“We’re not going to make it!” Leven screamed. “We don’t even know where we’re going!”

“Just blow!” Clover screamed.

Continuing to run, Clover and Leven blew as quickly as they could. The puny gum bulbs lit just two feet in front of them. The chasm took a turn, and Leven and Clover barely missed running into the wall. A large wad of gunt smacked into the back of Leven’s left shoulder, throwing him off balance and up against the side of the chasm, pinning him to the dirt. Leven frantically tore at his shirt until he was able to rip away from the wall.

Leven kept running, but his bubble was out, and Clover’s was wilting.

“Wasn’t there another piece of this gum?” Leven yelled.

Clover was one step ahead of him, fishing in his void for the last piece of bubble bulb. “Here it is.”

Leven felt Clover shove something in his mouth as he ran. It was a bigger piece than the last.

“I thought you said it only came in lemon!” Leven yelled, running and chewing as fast as he could. “This tastes like cheese.”

Clover didn’t say a word as he quickly checked his void. He pulled out the last piece of bubble bulb.

“Uh-oh,” Clover replied.

Leven lurched forward two more steps. His stomach began to rumble and boil, generating huge bubbles of hot air that raced through his veins and into his hands and fingers and feet and toes. Clover stuck the last piece of bubble bulb into his own mouth and got a good look at what was happening.

Leven was quickly turning into an inflated, giant wad of goo.

Leven raised his hands to his forehead to feel what was going on. Both hands stuck to his head. As he tried to pull them away, they stretched like a piece of warm taffy. He tried to lift his feet from the ground, but they too stretched, stuck to the ground like a wad of chewed gum. Leven groaned and teetered as his body bent completely out of shape. He could feel his insides sticking together and swirling. He cast a wild, desperate look at Clover.

Clover’s bubble wilted. “Sorry,” Leven heard him say. “I thought I had thrown that candy away. They haven’t made ‘You Be the Gum’ in years. Ever since . . . well, I don’t want to bother you with details, so let’s just leave it at that.”

Leven might have enjoyed the exchange he and Clover were having if, say, they had been back in Reality, sitting on a porch on a warm afternoon, watching the sprinklers and sipping a cool soda. But Leven was not sipping soda on a warm day. He was miles below the surface of Foo in a chasm ripped by rovens, being chased by roaring, gluelike frogs, and turning into a large piece of gum.

Leven’s eyes burned gold. He was startled. His gift had seemed completely gone ever since he had entered Foo. But now he was feeling a sudden sense of relief and new strength, knowing that it was not gone. He could see the ocean of gunt closing in on them. He could see the fate they would suffer if caught in the seal. He could see the powerful wind the wave of gunt was creating in front of it as it undulated ever closer.

He could see exactly what he needed to do.

“Hold on,” was what Leven wanted to yell to Clover. But his mouth stretched and sprang back like thick gum. He stretched his mouth again and through a tiny hole he hollered something that sounded like, “Muds pon!”

Luckily, Clover spoke gum, and he jumped onto Leven’s shoulder.

Leven relaxed, and his torso began to expand like a giant gum bubble, growing and stretching to the size of a parachute. His cheeks filled out as well, giving him even more buoyancy. The wind created by the approaching mound of gunt blew him forward and helped him gain speed as he began to ascend.

The walls of the chasm were racing by them as if they were on a supersonic elevator. Leven could see some light now. The gunt was everywhere below them, rapidly filling in the rip. Luckily for Leven, his previous experience navigating across the ocean in Reality had given him a little practice with manipulating wind, and he was able to help fate push him faster up out of the canyon and toward the surface.

Leven couldn’t see Clover, but he could hear him yelling, “Wheeeeeeee!”

They rose out of the chasm and were suddenly floating like a blimp over the ground. Below them, Leven could see the gunt continuing to pile up in the giant rip, and he developed a sudden urge to belch. As he did so, the air rushed out of him and he drifted to the ground.

Actually, “drifted” really isn’t the most accurate word to use.

Leven’s deflating body was propelled backward, swooping and diving, as if he were a balloon with all the air rushing out of it, and he ended up slamming into a large fantrum tree, where his gooey body stuck to the branches.

He was a complete mess—drooping and stretched in every direction. The condition was extremely painful and caused Leven’s gumball eyes to see starlike bubbles. Clover wasn’t helping the situation. He was horribly tangled in Leven’s right arm and couldn’t seem to get free. Leven tried to yell at him and help Clover understand that even though the “You Be the Gum” had saved them, he still wasn’t happy about his current state.

A weak “Waupsa donta” was all Leven could get out.

“You’re welcome,” Clover replied, not as fluent in gum as Leven had first thought.

Leven closed his eyes and passed out.
  

Chapter Five

And Then There Was Sorrow
 

Winter had experienced a number of uncomfortable things in her life. Like the time when she was ten and she was out playing in the woods with her sister, Autumn, and Autumn had dared her to swim in the river that ran behind their house. Winter didn’t usually go for dares, but she felt her sister needed some showing up. So Winter jumped into the water and easily reached the other side. After she pulled herself up onto the bank, she looked back across the river and stuck her tongue out triumphantly.

Autumn yelled for Winter to swim back across, but Winter decided to mess with Autumn’s mind a little more and ran off into the woods. She crossed the old train bridge and then followed an overgrown road at the bottom of a gully. Winter stopped where the road met up with a wide dirt lane. She was standing above the gap between the two paths where they didn’t quite match up when she looked up. The temperature was a warm ninety-one degrees, and there in the early summer sky was a brilliant shooting star.

You can probably guess what happened next.

Winter was taken into Foo, snatched from her family and normal life at the young age of ten.

That had been an uncomfortable and confusing time for Winter.

Right now, however, Winter was every bit as uncomfortable as that, and then some. At the moment she could remember nothing of her previous lives. All she knew was that she was buried in gunt and was being smothered. The white stuff had oozed over and around them and hardened quickly, trapping Amelia, Winter, and Geth. The new gunt gave off a faint white glow, allowing them to see shapes and shadows.

Amelia had held her scarf over her face to create some breathing room, and Winter had pulled her shirt up over her head to do the same. Geth was pinned inside Winter’s pocket, where he was also uncomfortable but not overly concerned. He merely wondered what fate would do next.

Their only hope was that at the very last second, Winter had frozen the stream of water flowing up the side of the chasm. The little waterflight was a couple of feet wide and about thirty inches thick. The gunt had been forced to form and harden around the shaft of ice.

The only problem was that Winter couldn’t reach the ice to touch it and restore it to water. Well, that wasn’t the only problem, but it was a big one.

Winter’s voice was muffled under the layer of gunt. “If I can thaw the water, then we can try to climb up the shaft it created,” she explained. “I just can’t reach the water.”

“Push your foot,” Amelia hollered. “The gunt is thin there. If you can push through it, you should be able to reach the ice with your bare foot.”

Winter pushed as hard as she could, and the coating of gunt cracked. Her right foot touched the ice and it instantly thawed.

Sure, Winter had achieved what she wanted, but she had actually made the situation much more urgent. Thawed water began to flow up into their space, fighting to steal every inch of air. Winter scrambled up into the tunnel the frozen water had created. She dug her fingers into the mud and pulled herself up through the rising water. The hole was like a flooded, crooked chimney with no light at the top. Winter held on to the sides of the shaft as a stream of mud and water cascaded up over her.

She looked down and reached for Amelia.

Amelia stretched her right hand up toward Winter, and Winter reached down as far as she could, but she could not quite touch Amelia’s fingers.

“Reach!” Winter yelled desperately. “Reach!”

Amelia groaned and stretched her wrinkled hand upward.

“A little more!” Winter cried. “Just a little more!”

Amelia blinked her eyes, and as she opened them up she looked at Winter and curled her fingers inward and away.

“Amelia!” Winter yelled.

The water began to fill in even more, rising around Amelia like a coiling snake. Winter could feel the gunt softening. Soon it would seal off the shaft the frozen water had created.

“Give me your hand!” Winter demanded.

“Do as she says,” Geth ordered Amelia. “Grab her hand!”

Amelia’s fingers opened just a bit and then closed to make a tight fist. Winter and Geth stared at her in despair.

“Go,” Amelia said weakly. “Go. Climb before the gunt seals up this shaft.”

“No!” Winter shouted. “Take my hand; I’ll pull you up behind me.”

Amelia blinked sadly.

“I won’t leave you!” Winter cried, still desperately trying to reach down and grab Amelia. “We need you! Leven needs you!”

Winter watched Amelia’s eyes briefly light up with the mention of Leven, but the happiness was quickly gone as the liquid rose up and around her neck. The old woman’s thick glasses magnified the sadness in her eyes.

“Please go,” Amelia pleaded with Winter. “Please. Find Leven and save Foo.”

Geth jumped from Winter to Amelia and began pulling at the neck of the old woman’s dress. “Come on,” he demanded. “We need you. Foo needs you.”

Amelia could only blink as the rising water covered her mouth and nose.

“No!” Winter cried out. “Stop her, Geth.”

Amelia blinked her large, magnified eyes. She closed them and held her breath as water rose above her eyebrows.

“Help her, Geth!” Winter screamed. “Help her!”

Geth looked up at Winter. He was a toothpick, but it was apparent from his small eye holes knitted together that he knew hope was gone. Geth let go of the neck of Amelia’s dress as the water floated him upward. “We have to climb before the gunt fills in,” he declared.

“No,” Winter sobbed. “We can’t leave her.”

But even as Winter whispered the words, she also knew it was too late. She looked down at Amelia, who was now completely submerged in the rising water. The last bit of air escaped from her nose and mouth, sending bubbles up. Despite the dire straits, Amelia looked almost peaceful.

Winter was sobbing, and Geth was bobbing in the rushing water. Never one to turn his back on fate, Geth jumped into a large bubble and rode it upward. As Geth rose, Amelia sank farther into the water. It looked as if she were encased in glass—a wrinkly old sleeping beauty that only a blind and desperate prince might kiss.

Winter could only cry. She hurt inside for herself, but even more, she hurt for Leven. Amelia was his only true family, and now she was gone. Winter wanted to curl up into a ball and let the gunt smother her, but instinct wouldn’t let her. She began desperately clawing at the sides of the wet, muddy shaft, crying bitterly and inching her way to the top as the water pushed her up.

Her hands were bleeding and sore and she could no longer see much, due to the mud and tears filling her eyes and face. Sometimes clean water would clear her vision, but moments later her eyes would be packed with mud again. Her shoeless right foot was numb, and the gunt lining the shaft was growing sticky and making her progress almost impossible.

Just as she thought she could climb no farther, her hand reached the top of the chasm. Using her last bit of strength, she hauled herself out of the muddy shaft and over the lip of the chasm where she collapsed on the ground, crying.

Water sprayed up around her.

Geth was there waiting. He had tried to help pull her out, but being a toothpick, he wasn’t much aid.

The gunt groaned and slurped as it wrapped its sticky self around Winter’s remaining shoe and pulled it off. Winter jerked her leg away from the gooey mess and watched as her shoe became permanently enshrined in the gunt, the small, froglike bodies molding themselves into a continuous thick slab, their expressions and individual forms disappearing as they solidified.

The water stopped spraying.

Winter’s shoe stuck partway out of the gunt, becoming a pathetic tombstone for Amelia.

Winter was a mess for more reasons than one. Her blonde hair, which had never been very manageable or neat, looked like a tangled nest of seaweed. She was wet and muddy, and both her shoes were gone. Her hands were raw and bloody and looked like a couple of cut-up beets.

Winter rolled over onto her back and cried some more. Amelia was gone. Leven was lost, and Foo was in turmoil. A wave of homesickness washed over her as she remembered Reality and what she and Leven had been through over the past few days. A couple of Winter’s Foo memories also returned, but there were still some big gaps of gray forgetfulness in her brain.

She didn’t know who she was.

Geth had the smarts to remain quiet and let Winter mourn.

The night was dark, with the purple sky pulsating. Stars rolled across the canopy like marbles on an invisible track. Occasionally two stars would collide, click, spark, and roll off in separate directions. It would have been soothing were it not for the situation they were in. Foo was beautiful, but even the landscape was wise enough to recognize this as a moment of mourning.

Finally, Winter rolled over onto her knees and crawled to the now sealed-off stream that had helped save their lives. She thrust her raw hands into the still water and rinsed them thoroughly, then splashed water onto her crying eyes. She was covered with mud. She worked on her hair and then her face and arms. She picked up Geth, dunked him in the water, and held him in the palm of her hand.

“I can’t just leave her,” Winter whimpered.

“She is with Hector,” Geth said softly. “We can’t let what she fought for fail.”

“Is there even hope anymore?” Winter asked sadly. “Are we doing the right thing?”

“There is always hope,” Geth answered. “We have secured that. Now it’s up to us to make it stick. We must find Leven, and we must do it fast.”

Geth had not told Winter about his condition, but he could feel himself hardening. He figured that at best he had two days before he would be nothing but a tiny piece of inanimate wood. His small body couldn’t hold his soul much longer.

Winter tried to smile. She looked at Geth in her palm and could see traces of mud still on his head.

“Hold on,” she said.

She dipped him back into the water and washed him off, then gazed for a moment at the reflection of the moon in the dark pool. She could see much more than just the moon.

Winter quickly turned around and saw twelve beings and twelve pairs of new eyes staring directly at her.

And, for the record, none of the eyes were smiling.
  

Chapter Six

The Unlikely Cog
 

Dennis Wood slouched in his chair and sighed. The diner was empty except for him and an older couple quietly eating soup two booths down. Dennis was wearing a white, short-sleeved, button-up shirt and tan polyester slacks that required no ironing whatsoever. If for some odd reason you wanted to, you could take his pants, crumple them up, stomp all over them, and they would still shake right out, wrinkle free. Of course, what his pants possessed in ease of care, they lacked in style. Strung through the belt loops of those pants was a thin brown belt closed at the same hole that had closed it for the last ten years. Dennis had gained a pound three years before and lost one since then. He had on brown loafers with a wide Velcro closure above the tongue and was wearing a pair of his usual white socks. His digital watch showed thirteen hundred hours. It was set at military time because it made Dennis feel militaryish and a part of something he really wasn’t nor would ever be.
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Dennis had a big, white head. His light blond hair was thin and almost the same color as his skin. His hazel eyes were small and fuzzy, the pupils looking more like smashed raisins than perfect circles. He also had a pug nose and a tight mouth that opened only when food was coming in or when he had to reluctantly communicate with someone.

“What can I get you?” a middle-aged waitress asked as she stepped up to the table and forced him into a small conversation.

Dennis tried to smile, but his expression more nearly resembled a grimace. Instead of speaking, he pointed to the item he wanted on the menu.

“Turkey sandwich?” the waitress asked.

“No mustard or onions,” Dennis said apologetically.

“Right. And to drink?”

Dennis pointed to the word milk on the menu.

The waitress looked at him as if he were the sole reason she would never date again, took the menu from him, and walked away.

Dennis glanced around the cafe. He was seated next to a window, and through the glass he could see the building he had worked in for the last ten years. He could see the gold plaque attached to the corner of the building near the door. Dennis was too far away to make out the letters on the plaque, but he knew exactly what they said:

Snooker and Woe, Attorneys at Law.

Of course, Dennis was neither Snooker nor Woe, just Wood, Dennis O Wood, the janitor. The “O” didn’t stand for anything. It was just an “O.” His parents had felt he needed a middle initial, but lacked the creativity to come up with anything besides “O.”

For ten years Dennis had cleaned the toilets and mopped the floors in the Snooker and Woe building. He had removed chewed gum from the outside sidewalk and cleaned every surface at least a thousand times. He had also emptied trash cans and ashtrays and passed many people in the halls, always without speaking to them.

For ten years.

And yet, just this morning, after Dennis had changed the toner in the copy machine, Jack Mortley, the man who had hired Dennis, the man who signed Dennis’s checks, the man who had known him for ten years, had had to ask him his name before telling him there was a spill in the break room.

Ten years, and Jack still didn’t know his name.

Dennis smoothed down the blond hairs covering his white head. He worked the knuckles of his hands into his eyes and rubbed. When he dropped his hands to the table, he was disappointed, but not at all surprised, to still be right where he was—having a late lunch, in a cheap diner, all by himself.

The waitress returned to his table and dropped off the sandwich and the milk.

“Enjoy,” she said with little sincerity.

Dennis sniffed. He rotated the plate a half-turn and picked up the sandwich. It was limp at the sides, held together by a long toothpick with purple plastic fringe at the top. Dennis sighed and pulled the toothpick out of his sandwich. He would have simply set the toothpick aside and taken a bite—but, for some reason, as he held the toothpick between his fingers, he experienced a peculiar feeling.

He felt good.

And bad.

Dennis rolled the toothpick between his thumb and middle finger and watched the plastic purple fringe spin in circles. Then he set the toothpick down and took a bite of his sandwich.

The toothpick did what toothpicks do—it just lay there.

Dennis took another bite and looked through the window toward his workplace. He took a sip of milk, watching the toothpick out of the corner of his eye. There was something about it.

He set his glass down and picked the toothpick up again. He rolled it between his fingers. He switched hands and rolled it with the other. He scratched his pug nose and blinked.

He couldn’t understand it.

He couldn’t understand what he was feeling or if he was even feeling anything. He wondered if there might be a gas leak in the diner or if he was finally going loony from all the cleaning supplies and bleach he had breathed over the years.

The toothpick vibrated in Dennis’s fingers.

Startled, Dennis dropped the toothpick into his glass. As he reached in to retrieve it, he tipped the glass over, and milk spilled out onto the table and ran off onto his easy-care tan pants.

Dennis didn’t care. His pants were invincible.

He lifted the toothpick out of the puddle of milk, then stared at it as if it were a diamond ring or a gold coin he had spent years searching for. The old couple two booths down were caught up in their own conversation and as indifferent to the rest of the milk dripping down into his lap as Dennis was.

“Hey, hey,” the waitress scolded, walking quickly up to the table with a rag. “You could’ve used those napkins to stop it.”

Dennis said nothing.

“If you stand up, I’ll wipe the bench,” she directed.

Dennis wriggled out of the booth and stood up, still holding the toothpick in his hand. He leaned over and reached for the handle of his briefcase. He didn’t actually need a briefcase, but he thought it gave others the impression that he was more important than he actually was. He fished a ten-dollar bill out of his briefcase and put it down on a dry part of the table, dropped the toothpick into the case, snapped it shut, and walked out of the restaurant.Outside, Dennis hurriedly turned and headed toward the building with the gold plaque.
  

Chapter Seven

It Turns Out There
 Are Dumb Questions
 

Leven had transformed from a large, sticky wad of gum, plastered in the branches of a tree, back to his normal self. But there were still bits of leaf and twig stuck to his clothes, up his nose, between his fingers and toes, and matted in his dark hair. A thin green twig was sticking out of the white streak in his hair, making it look like a misshapen dove carrying a tiny branch.

Clover busied himself helping Leven remove the larger pieces.

As he was pulling bits of debris off his clothes, Leven looked toward the chasm they had just blown out of. It was now completely filled with gunt and resembled a broad stripe of snow running through the landscape, with the deep purple sky giving it a kind
 of milky texture. In time, after the gunt had settled and lost its stickiness, some of it would be harvested like blubber and burned or used as cooking fuel. But most of the dense, spongy material would become covered with vegetation, providing nutrients for what was growing out of it.

“That was way too close,” Leven said, referring to their escape from the flowing gunt.

Clover was earnestly chewing gum and didn’t say anything.

“Are you still chewing that awful lightbulb stuff?”

Clover’s hairless cheeks reddened, and he cleared his throat.

“What?” Leven asked. “Is that . . . wait, where did you get that gum?” Leven looked around himself.

“Well . . . I . . . I . . .” Clover stammered.

“Is that from me?” Leven panicked.

“I just wanted to see what flavor you were,” Clover explained.

“What flavor?” Leven gasped, still frantically looking himself up and down for a missing chunk.

“It’s not from you,” Clover waved. “It was your shoe. I took a bite before you changed back.”

Leven looked at the one shoe he was wearing. There was a large bite missing from the heel. Leven picked a speck of tree from his nose.

“So, who makes all this candy you have, anyway?” Leven asked. “I haven’t seen a structure in Foo besides Amelia’s place.”

“I know,” Clover complained. “Amelia really lived in the sticks. It’s not good for people to be so isolated. I bet that’s why she’s so chatty.”

“She seems okay,” Leven said. “Now, about the candy, where do you get it?”

“The Eggmen,” Clover said.

“The Eggmen?” Leven asked skeptically, brushing a large leaf out of his hair.

“They’re pathetic warriors,” Clover sighed. “Pathetic. I mean, talk about messy casualties. But they make terrific candy.”

“And they use magic?” Leven asked, knowing of no other way to create candy that can turn its chewer into gum.

“No,” Clover laughed. “Magic’s not real. They use dreams. They live beneath the Devil’s Spiral, and as the water from the Veil Sea runs through the massive canyon, it mixes with the dreams. It’s quite a process. I’ll take you there sometime.”

“Devil’s Spiral?”

“It’s one of my favorite sites in Foo,” Clover said. “The spiral eventually forces the water thousands of feet high and keeps the city of Cusp wet.”

Clover began to sniff the air. “Do you smell that?” he asked.

“Smell what?” Leven asked.

“It smells like the tharms.”

“Tharms? What are—” Leven stopped talking and put his hand to his right ear.

Something was moving nearby. Clover turned invisible.

“You’re a great person to have around when things get tough,” Leven whispered mockingly.

Leven looked behind himself. He could see nothing but darkness. The sound of chirping bugs filled the air. Leven turned back, and right in front of him was a grown man about Leven’s height. Leven jumped. The man stood there scowling. He wore an orange robe and had long gray hair that hung down, partially covering his faded gray eyes. He was breathing like an angry bull and had his weathered hands on his hips.

“Leven?” he asked, in a deep, forced voice.

Leven nodded and backed up a step. “How do you know me?”

“The Lore Coil.”

“What’s—?”

“Where’s Geth!” the personage demanded.

“We were separated,” Leven answered.

“Perfect,” the old man said sarcastically. “We . . . I need Geth.”

Leven stood tall. “Who are you?”

“I’m . . . far . . . oh . . . ,” he sniffed, scratching his head as if confused.

“Farrow?” Leven helped.

“That’s it,” the being said, relieved. “You need to follow us . . . me. You need to follow I, me. You lost Geth, but we’ll find him. I think I know where he may be.”

“Where?”

Farrow looked at Leven and wrinkled his brow. “Do all things from Reality ask so many boring questions?”

“Things?” Leven asked.

“There’s a surprise,” Farrow mocked. “Another question.”

“Well, I’d like to know where we’re headed.”

“How ’bout I show you where we’re going when we get there?” Farrow smiled unevenly.

“Last time I saw Geth, we were falling down a giant chasm. Do you think he might have escaped the gunt?” Leven asked.

“Too many questions. It would be best if you simply didn’t talk,” Farrow declared. He turned from Leven, using his bony hands to sweep his long gray bangs back behind his ears. “I said I, me, we’ll find Geth. You’re not a runner, are you?”

“I almost made the school track team a year ago,” Leven answered naively, still picking bits of tree from off his arms.

Farrow growled. “No, is your gift running?”

“I don’t think so,” Leven replied.

“Good,” Farrow said. “I hate trying to keep up.”

Farrow twisted and began walking away. After ten steps, he turned to look back at Leven. “Aren’t you coming?” he barked. “We’ll have to walk and hope we find Geth before anyone . . . well, let’s just hope we find Geth in time.”

Leven looked to the sky as if there might be an answer written in stars. A huge yellow moon shifted, passing in front of a much smaller blue orb and hiding it. A ribbon of green light danced across the horizon.

“I only have one shoe,” Leven hollered after the old man.

Farrow just kept walking.

Clover appeared and pulled a used shoe from his void. “I’ve been saving all the ones you grew out of,” he whispered. “I can’t believe you guys in Reality just throw these away.”

Leven recognized his old shoe. It was from a year ago and had been well worn.

“Thanks,” Leven said, taking the shoe. Hopping on one leg, he crammed his foot into it, then leaned down to lace it up. Shod, Leven took a few giant strides to catch up to Farrow. As he came up beside the grizzled old man, Farrow glanced at Leven and shook his head.

“Leven Thumps,” he sneered, the tone of his voice turning cold. “‘Look at me, I lived in Reality.’ Then Geth abandons Foo and brings you back. His stone has been vacant far too long, if you ask us.”

“Us?”

“Another boring question.”

“Well, what do you mean by his stone?” Leven asked.

“That’s not a question you should be asking,” Farrow snapped, wobbling as he did so. “Try to remember who you are and who you are talking to.”

“I was just curious because—”

Farrow wheeled to face Leven. His old gray eyes were swirling—and not the good kind of swirling like when you twist chocolate syrup into a dish of ice cream. No, the swirling in Farrow’s eyes was more like the maddening kind of dizziness and confusion you feel right before you throw up or lose control of your emotions.

Farrow grabbed Leven by the neck of his shirt and steadied himself. His hands were old and rough and smelled rank.

“Curious?” Farrow rumbled, sounding like a different person than he had been moments before. “Curious gets you trapped in a seed and sent to Reality to wait while everyone else is left here to suffer and fight a losing battle.”

“But I thought—” Leven tried to explain.

“You thought,” Farrow spat. “I wish I had a medal to give you. Listen, Leven Thumps, the sooner you realize that you understand nothing, the better off you will be. Nothing is the same here as in Reality. All that you have known is now different. The air you are breathing is different. You think the sun will rise tomorrow?” Farrow challenged.

Leven nodded cautiously.

“Ha!” Farrow scoffed, letting go of Leven’s shirt. He wobbled and grabbed onto Leven’s sleeve. “The sun might rise tomorrow, and it might not. Maybe you’ll grow older, and maybe not. Either way, you would be better off to forget what you know.”

Leven’s face burned red with frustration. “I know Geth would never—”

“Don’t say Geth!” Farrow ordered. “He might be the heir, but he has done more to disrupt Foo than help. In my opinion this is no longer his battle. He should step down and leave the future to Morfit. I will help you find . . . Geth. But on the day that your need is met, I will feel nothing but pleasure as I turn and walk the opposite direction.”

Farrow shook his head, let go of Leven, and flung the hood of his orange robe up. He twisted awkwardly again and began walking quickly down the path they were on.

“That guy should write greeting cards,” Clover whispered softly into Leven’s ear.

A low buzzing filled the air as bit bugs began moving into the night air from the branches of trees where they spent their days. Leven waved them away, irritated by their swarming. The bit bugs were ugly little things, nothing more than small bits of actual bugs that had escaped from dreams. Some were just legs, or antennae, or body segments, and they flew about erratically. Leven began walking again and after a few moments he had caught back up to Farrow.

“So we’re heading to where Geth might be?” Leven asked.

Farrow stopped and looked at Leven with a scowl. “Who cuts your hair?” he snapped.

“What?” Leven questioned.

“Whoever did it, they did a bad job,” Farrow said, starting to walk again.

Leven ran his fingers through his hair.

“Nice guy,” Leven whispered to Clover. “This is ridiculous. We’d better be heading toward Geth. What time do you think it is, anyway?”

“What does that matter?” Clover asked. “Time is different here. No one ever really knows for sure.”

“You don’t keep track of time here?”

“Well, not like in Reality,” Clover replied. “It’s a bit more relaxed in Foo. Say you’re enjoying a beautiful sunset, and you want it to last longer. Or it’s three more days to Winsnicker Day, and you just can’t wait, so you need time to speed up.”

“Winsnicker Day?”

“One of my favorite days,” Clover said happily. “There’s a lot of skipping and decorations and singing about Professor Philip Winsnicker and his heroics.”

“So when is Winsnicker Day?” Leven asked.

“It comes at a different time and day each year. I wish I had my schoolbook with the schedule. I hope I didn’t lose it.”

Leven shook his head, totally confused by his surroundings and the order of things in Foo. It was like nothing he had experienced in Reality, and he wondered if he might not be dreaming. But he still felt an urgency to find Geth.

“Well, even if time is working for us, we should be going faster,” Leven said. “Do they have cars or airplanes here?

Clover laughed. “Airplanes? Those big metal things that used to fly over your house in Oklahoma?”

Leven nodded.

“There are none of those things here,” Clover said, as if surprised that Leven would even suggest such a thing. “No cars or airplanes, or anything made out of metal.”

“You don’t have metal here?” Leven asked.

“We do, but it’s . . . well, sacred.”

“Metal is sacred?” Leven laughed.

“That might not be the perfect word,” Clover admitted, “but metal is something only those who occupy the Thirteen Stones are permitted to possess. It used to be that everyone used metal, but then there were abuses and trouble with it. All the great wars have been fought over metal.”

“How does a realm with no killing have wars?” Leven asked.

“They fight blindfolded,” Clover answered, as though it were the most natural thing that could be imagined.

“Seriously?”

“Both sides cover their eyes so that any strong blow is an accident.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Leven scoffed. “You said Foo was a place of possibilities. But I keep hearing about more and more restrictions.”

“The wonder and beauty are what we are fighting to restore,” Clover explained. “The privilege of working with metal is not a restriction. It’s an art that belongs only to the Council of Wonder.”

Leven drew in a deep breath, wondering at what he was learning. He scanned the landscape and took a good look at where he was.

Despite its strangeness, Foo was absolutely beautiful. The green-tinted moon was smearing itself down toward the horizon and radiating long strands of light that wiggled like wet noodles up into the purple sky. Under that light, the white streak in Leven’s hair had a phosphoric glow to it.

The trail Farrow was leading them down was dark and paved with narrow, rectangular stones. It looked like a billion sticks of multicolored gum had been used to lay it out.

Leven took everything in and breathed deeply again. Despite the surrounding beauty, Leven felt like he didn’t belong here. He was scared to death and wished the gateway still existed. He wished that Winter and Geth and Amelia were back by his side—that they had not been separated. He wished he had more faith in fate and knew more clearly what part he was supposed to play.

Farrow had made no effort to shorten his stride, and he was now well ahead of them. Leven wasn’t sure that Farrow had the answers, but he began trotting to catch up to the crotchety old man again.

“So what’s this stone of Geth’s?” Leven asked Clover, who had gone invisible again.

“His stone is part of the Thirteen Stones. He . . . actually, it might just be easier to show you.” Clover suddenly appeared in front of Leven’s face. He had his feet planted on the sides of Leven’s neck and his hands were clutching Leven’s ears. Clover had materialized many different times and many different ways, but he had never gotten into Leven’s face before like he was now.

“What are you doing?” Leven asked, drawing his head back.

“Hold on,” Clover said. “Watch my eyes.”

“Can’t you just—”

“Watch,” Clover insisted.

Leven obeyed, and Clover closed his eyes. After a moment, wisps of gray fog began seeping out from the corners of his eyelids, and when Clover opened his eyes, a large cloud of fog drifted out and up. As the fog cleared, Clover’s blue eyes glowed bright and then darkened. Patterns of dancing, colored light moved from Clover’s right eye to his left, then disappeared.

In the blackness of the eyeballs, a map materialized with a legend that said Foo. Leven studied it. He could see that the land of Foo was all one mass. As he watched, a succession of brightly lit scenes burned up through the surface of the map. There were vivid images of people behaving strangely, fantastic landscapes, animals such as Leven had never imagined, and lots of colors and motion. Each little episode would appear for a moment, then dissolve as another took its place.

Leven could hear Clover’s voice explaining: “What you’re seeing are dreams as they enter Foo.”

Clover closed both eyes, and when he opened them again, Leven could see the towns and villages that were scattered across Foo. Clover blinked, and another image appeared. “These are scenes from Foo’s past,” he said.

Through a fine mist, Leven could see crowds of people coming out of their dwellings, gathering, then moving in waves toward the town of Cork. While he watched, one by one, large chunks of land broke off from the bottom of Foo and began drifting out into the Veil Sea toward the Wet Border. The images leapt from Clover’s right eye to his left, and a moment later Leven could see a series of islands forming off the shore of Foo, located in the Veil Sea, near the Hidden Border. There were thirteen of them, and each had its own distinctive shape. As Leven watched, a large, hand-shaped section of Foo reached out toward the islands.

Leven pushed his right hand through his hair and rubbed his own eyes.

Clover began to speak, “Those thirteen islands have great control over what happens in Foo. The land reaching toward them is controlled by the collective will of the dreams of Reality and the desires of the inhabitants of Foo.”

Clover blinked again, and Leven saw in Clover’s eyes the image of an old man with a long beard, wearing a dark cloak. The man was breathing heavily, kneeling down, bent over, seeming to stare not just at but into the ground. As the man pulled a seed from his robe, Clover suddenly sneezed, and the image instantly faded. The little sycophant shook his head, and his eyes were back to normal.

“Excuse me,” he said.

“Amazing,” Leven whispered. “Is there anything you can’t do?”

“Well, I can’t juggle. And according to my fourth-grade teacher, I can’t write poetry,” Clover said disgustedly, letting go of Leven’s ears. “What an elitist. So the word buddy doesn’t exactly rhyme with pretty. I was expressing myself. I wish she could have—”

Leven cleared his throat. “Who was that old man, and what happens when he looks into the dirt?”

Clover didn’t answer immediately. Instead he cleared his throat. When he did speak, he sounded choked up. “That was Antsel,” he explained. “He could look into the ground and see everything, as if he were standing on a bluff and looking out into the open sky. A real soil seer can see much farther underground than anyone can see above. Antsel could see across the world, or most of Foo.”

“What good does that do?” Leven asked.

“You’d be surprised,” Clover said. “He saw where to plant Geth, and his gifts were such that he could see dreams even before they reached the surface of Foo.”

Leven closed and opened his brown eyes slowly, revealing a small band of gold around his pupils. The band of gold flared and then cooled, blending into the brown.

“I haven’t seen a dream yet,” Leven admitted as though he were confessing a dark secret.

“That’s not unusual,” Clover said, jumping up onto Leven’s left shoulder and patting him on the top of his head. “Some people never see them. For most, it takes a few weeks for the first ones to appear. And usually the first dreams that nits pick up on are ones coming in from relatives. But since you don’t have any relatives, it might take you a bit longer. It will happen. One day you’ll be walking and suddenly you’ll see a shaft of light split through the soil. If you’re close enough, it will attach to you and you’ll begin to enhance it.”

“Attach to me?”

“Through the soles of your feet or the underside of your chin—maybe up through your palms,” Clover explained. “Don’t worry, it won’t hurt. It’s quite remarkable.”

“I’m not sure I believe that,” Leven said. “More than a few of your stories have been wrong.”

Leven tried to walk faster, but Farrow was still hundreds of feet ahead of him.

“So, where’s the battle?” Leven asked Clover. “I’ve seen a number of odd things, but I see no war. Where’s the great fight Geth talked about?”

“You’ll see,” Clover said. “The day will come when each of your questions will be answered. That day’s just not now. Not everyone can be the Want.”

“The Want?” Leven questioned.

“He occupies the thirteenth stone and is pretty important—big house, all kinds of power. He can see every dream that enters Foo. Some say it’s made him a bit . . . well, eccentric.”

“Every dream?” Leven scoffed.

“Every dream,” Clover confirmed. “He alone possesses the power of the gifts. Some say he’s mad from all the images he sees, but he’s still the Want, and his power holds Foo together.”

“So he’s more powerful than Geth?”

“Of course,” Clover laughed. “But Geth has been in his presence. That’s not something most here could handle. I’m not really supposed to be telling you these things. I took a few liberties in Reality, but here sycophants are supposed to know their place and stay in it. So, it might be wise for you not to mention all this to Geth. The Thirteen Stones control everything here. Each member of the Council of Wonder occupies one of them. The largest is home to the Want. He used to visit other parts of Foo, but now he just remains there, watching and shifting dreams.”

A giant, birdlike snake flithered overhead and hissed before settling into a thick patch of fantrum trees. Foo was unbelievable; Leven just wished he understood it better.

By now, Farrow had moved out of sight, and Leven jogged up the path looking for him. The fuzzy light from the moon dripped down, throwing dark shadows across the path from the fantrum trees that lined the way.

“Farrow?” Leven called, still not able to see him. “Farrow?”

There was no answer. A wind began to blow, rustling the leaves of the trees, softly at first but rapidly increasing in force. Soon the limbs were roaring with air and thrashing about wildly.

“Clover,” Leven said. “Something feels wrong.”

There was no answer.

“Clover?” Leven said a bit louder.

There was no sound but the howling of the wind in the trees.

“Farrow!” Leven shouted.

The moon shifted color from green to white, sizzling like a big Alka-Seltzer tablet. It glowed bright and then began to hiss and dim, and the wind suddenly quit blowing. Everything grew still and silent.

“Come on, Clover,” Leven said nervously. “You have to be here.”

“He’s not,” a voice said.

Leven turned to find Farrow standing only a couple of feet away. The old man stood with his arms crossed in front of him, the hood of his orange robe pulled up over his head. His eyes glowed a pale red.

“Where’d you—?” Leven began.

“Quiet!” Farrow ordered, his eyes pulsating.

Farrow uncrossed his arms and inserted two fingers of his right hand into his mouth. He created a high-pitched whistle that sounded out into the surrounding forest. Something began to rustle in the trees.

Leven looked around nervously. He glanced down at the trail in front of him and for a moment thought he saw Clover standing there, looking at him.

“Clover, thank—hey, you’re not Clover.”

Whatever it was, it was a few inches taller than Clover’s twelve inches. The creature had stubby ears that resembled swollen corks, and where its tail should have been there was a third arm with a hand that it was using to scratch its forehead vigorously. Its face was square with a round, wrinkly nose and narrow eyes. It opened its tiny mouth and cooed at Leven. The creature rocked and bounced back and forth like a monkey.

Leven stepped back. Farrow whistled again, and a second creature slipped out from the trees and stood behind the other. It too scratched its forehead and began to rock. Soon they were cooing and bouncing in harmony. Two of them were far less cute than one. A third appeared at the side of the trail and also cooed, erasing any trace of cuteness.

“Clover,” Leven whispered, “what are they?”

A fourth emerged from the dirt while a fifth and a sixth shimmied down a tree and stood behind Leven—all staring at him and cooing loudly.

“Seriously, Clover!” Leven said desperately. “Where are you?”

Three more dropped from the trees onto the path. Seven rolled in from behind. A dozen emerged from the forest—all of them cooing, their combined sound growing. Fifty of them pushed up from the side of the trail and joined the gathering. Some of them began to stand on the others’ shoulders. Leven began to panic. Clover had clearly abandoned him, and the growing crowd was quickly closing in. The ugly creatures gave off a dirty, rank odor.

Leven closed his eyes and willed his gift to kick in.

Nothing.

“Farrow,” Leven pleaded.

“Where is Geth?” Farrow barked.

“I have no idea. You said—”

“What does he look like? What form is he in?” Farrow pressed.

“What?” Leven answered, confused.

“The Lore Coil was short on description,” Farrow growled. “The locusts the Sochemists sent out only described him as being small.”

“He’s not small,” Leven lied. “And he will be here any moment.”

Farrow looked around nervously and then stamped his feet in a rage. The hundreds of creatures surrounding Leven tightened their circle. And when a loud whistle sounded in the distance, Farrow smiled and whistled back.

“Tell me where Geth is!” Farrow raged.

“He’s coming,” Leven insisted, holding his chin out and staring Farrow down with his eyes. “You won’t stop him.”

“I brought you here to give you a chance,” Farrow seethed. “But I can see now you are no good to us. You know nothing and should be buried.”

Farrow began to tremble and shake. His lower half darkened and cracked, exposing the fake that he was. Like a cover being pulled off to expose a statue, Farrow, as Leven had known him, vanished. In his place were five of the little creatures stacked on top of each other like a totem pole. They squealed with delight, and the top one spoke.

“It’s a first-impersonation quilt,” he said, nodding down to the cloak they had been hiding under. “We tharms need them to disguise ourselves so we can make better first impressions. Our smell and shape seem to turn people off.”

The five tharms that had once been Farrow hopped off each other and joined the hundreds of others pressing in on Leven.

“You should have given up Geth,” they cooed in unison.

Another whistle sounded, and all the tharms jumped at once toward Leven. Instinctively, Leven sprang forward into the thickest gathering of them. He knocked over a half dozen before he was dragged to a stop by all of their tiny hands grabbing and holding him. Their third arms were particularly strong.
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When Leven tried to scream, a couple of dozen little hands crammed his mouth into silence, and he was lifted off his feet. Hordes of the cooing creatures piled in under him, their tiny hands pinching and hoisting him higher. Then they took off running, holding Leven above them. Moving with surprising swiftness, they raced into the forest. Suspended on his back, Leven could see tree limbs flying over him, inches from his head and body. The pack of tharms pushed up a steep mountain not slowing in the least; in fact, they were gaining speed with each step, cooing madly like a million psychotic pigeons.

They crested a rocky mountain cap that was covered with a white, spongy fungus and rocketed down the backside, flying across the landscape. Leven was being held by a thousand hands, but he still bounced up and down with each movement and step. Leven’s mind flashed back to his life in Oklahoma. He remembered the afternoons when he had tried to get home from school without the neighborhood ruffians Brick and Glen throwing rocks at him or running him over with their bikes. Leven had always run to get away, but now he was beginning to feel different. He could see the value in fighting for himself. As the tharms held him in their hands, running, Leven wanted desperately to act instead of being acted upon.

Leven’s legs and arms burned as if they had fallen asleep and now blood was racing back into them like pins and needles.

Suddenly the creatures flipped him like a gangly pancake onto his stomach, so that he was being carried facedown and backwards. A great swarm of bit bugs hovered over the racing horde of tharms, their mass glowing brightly. The light from the bugs combined with the glowing bark of fantrum trees and a dim moon to give Leven more than enough light to see what was happening.

After a time, the strange escorts slowed, and Leven could see hundreds of other tharms standing in a circle around a large, dark hole in the ground. Each had all three of its arms raised above its head, fists full of soil.

The sight wasn’t exactly comforting.

“Clover!” Leven screamed. “Winter! Geth! Anyone!”

It was no use. Nobody was going to help Leven. As they approached the hole, the tharms cooed in a great chorus, and the ones surrounding the hole parted to let the others through. The tharms carrying Leven stopped abruptly. They drew their arms back in sync and heaved Leven into the air over the hole.

Leven yelled, frantically grabbing for something to prevent his fall, then dropped like a rock into the hole. It was about seven feet deep, and in an instant he landed painfully in the bottom.

Immediately, the tharms began throwing handfuls of dirt in on top of him, pelting his whole body and quickly pinning him down. The clumps of soil clutched at Leven. Leven tried to stand, but the weight of the dirt was too much. He was being buried alive.

Leven’s eyes burned gold. He tried to picture fate in a saving manner, but all he could see was the little bit of air around him in his hole—the same hole that was quickly filling up with dirt. Leven wanted to fight. He could see soft wind blowing through the trees of the forest. Leven manipulated the wind to snake through the dirt like a bionic worm and create a bubble of air around his body. The wind drew in and enveloped Leven like a bubble-wrapped mummy. Dirt continued to rain down. In a few moments Leven was entombed seven feet beneath the surface of the Swollen Forest, wrapped in thick, soft air.

Leven concentrated his thoughts to keep the air intact around him. The tharms were working like mad to fill in the hole, and the weight of the dirt piling up on top of it was overwhelming.

The air he had worked in began to heat up, and sweat poured into Leven’s eyes. He trembled violently, fighting the very soil as it settled and acted upon him.
  

Chapter Eight

The Ring of Plague
 

Jamoon stood towering over Winter. There were eleven red-robed beings behind him. Winter had seen their eyes reflecting back at her from the puddle water she had been cleaning herself in after climbing up out of the gunt.

She stood to look directly at Jamoon.

Jamoon’s thick black robe obscured all but his right eye, which was glaring. A bright red ring was embroidered on the cuff of both his sleeves, indicating Jamoon’s status. Winter quickly pushed Geth up her sleeve as her heart rose to her throat.

A warm wind blew against her wet hair.

Jamoon’s robe billowed, giving him a greater form than he already possessed. Winter would have been terrified just seeing Jamoon, but it was the robed figures with him that bothered her most. Eleven beings stood tall behind Jamoon—six on one side and five on the other. Each of them wore a scarlet cloak with a black band running around his lower sleeves. From a former memory, Winter knew who and what they were.

The whole of Foo knew who they were.

One of Sabine’s most effective weapons of war had been his establishment of the two great Rings of Plague. Each Ring consisted of twelve nits, each possessing a different gift. Nits were people who were snatched from Reality by fate and brought to Foo, where each was given two things: a sycophant to help them cope with the shock, and a unique gift that they were expected to use in the work of enhancing dreams.

The gifts didn’t come in nice red boxes with yellow bows. They were abilities that developed slowly and over time, based on the nits’ needs and personalities. The gifts were ultimately bestowed by one of the Thirteen Stones in the Veil Sea.

Within each Ring of Plague Sabine had organized there was a complete assortment of powers: one to fight with ice, one to see through the soil, one to throw lightning, one to fly, one to fade, one to shrink, one to breathe fire, one to run like the wind, one to burrow, one to see through rock, one to levitate objects, and one to push and bind dreams.

Possessing all these gifts, the Rings could not be easily defeated. There was almost nothing they couldn’t do or fend off. Under Sabine’s direction, these Rings of Plague traveled across Foo, capturing any who would not join them in their quest to fuse Foo with Reality, and causing accidents to those who opposed them. A third of the inhabitants of Foo resisted Sabine’s leadership, but most of those beings lived in Cusp or the beautiful, well-protected, and prosperous city of Cork. Now, the members of the Ring of Plague were looking to find a way to infiltrate these last few strongholds of resistance.

They had no mercy, only a quest.

And that quest was to achieve the ability to move freely between Foo and Reality. Having been originally snatched from Reality, the members of the Ring knew what they were missing and desired to go back, taking with them the gifts they now had. Like Sabine, they believed it was possible.

For all its power and determination, the Ring of Plague was not an invincible foe, however. With the help of Winter and others, Geth had defeated the first one years before. Using his ability to travel by fate, Geth had succeeded in capturing the twelve angry nits and now had those devoted followers of Sabine held captive in secret places throughout Foo. Only Geth and Antsel knew where they were being detained, but of course Antsel was now gone, which left the secret to Geth alone.

Enraged by Geth’s disruption of the first Ring of Plague, Sabine was driven by an insatiable hatred of Geth, who as the head token of the Council of Wonder was the legitimate heir to the throne of Foo. Many years before, Sabine and his shadows had succeeded in capturing Geth and forcing his soul into the seed of a fantrum tree. But the rightful king of Foo had somehow escaped, and in some disguise was now back in Foo. If it was Geth’s aim to pick off the members of the second Ring of Plague, Jamoon was determined to prevent it.

Winter was now confronted by Jamoon and eleven ominous members of the second Ring of Plague. As a rant—an ungifted offspring of a nit and a cog—Jamoon was a being of such weak determination that he couldn’t ever just manipulate a dream and move on. As with all rants, his left half was in a state of constant change, continually reflecting dreams coming into Foo from Reality. Even so, Jamoon had somehow risen to be Sabine’s first in command and exercised some control over the members of the Ring.

Winter counted those there and realized that the Ring wasn’t complete. She wondered what gift they were missing. Had she realized that the absent member was Sabine and his gift of freezing, she might have simply frozen them all and fled. Unfortunately, because of her fear and confusion, that fact didn’t register.

Jamoon cleared his throat. “Hello, Winter,” he said calmly, suppressing all surprise. “You have returned. I would not have recognized you were it not for your eyes.”

Winter looked directly at him with her green eyes, fearing him, but having no clear understanding of who he really was.

“Where’s Leven?” Jamoon asked.

Winter was silent.

“Where’s Leven?” the eleven Ring members echoed in an ugly chorus, inching closer to the wild-haired girl.

Winter’s skin crawled.

“How should I know?” she shouted, getting to her feet and trying to act brave. “Those stupid rovens knocked me out and split us up.”

“And Geth?” Jamoon asked, as if he had only a casual interest. “Where is Geth?”

“Gone,” Winter snapped, hoping they wouldn’t search her. She pointed. “Look at the size of that chasm. He could be trapped anywhere in there.”

The gunt had completely filled in the rip, but that didn’t make the size any less spectacular. As far as anyone could see there was nothing but the dull shine off the gigantic river of gunt. It looked like a massive glacier that ran for miles.

[image: ]

“The rovens did an above-average job,” Jamoon smiled. “And Geth was in there, you say?”

“I’m sure he was,” Winter said sadly.

Jamoon and the members of the Ring hovering behind him began to hiss and shake, but whether they were registering frustration or joy, Winter couldn’t tell.

“And the old woman?” Jamoon asked.

Winter’s green eyes burned with hatred. She made a tight fist with each hand and could feel her fingernails digging into her palms, but she forced herself to take a deep breath and then release it. Gradually, the hatred in her eyes was replaced with sadness.

“She was trapped in the gunt,” Winter answered defiantly.

“Then she is dead,” Jamoon said sharply.

Winter was surprised by what Jamoon knew, but she forced herself to remain stone-faced and passive.

“Your eyes always could hide mountains,” Jamoon sniffed. “But I can see that the Lore Coil did not sweep over you—perhaps when it echoes back . . . For now, take comfort knowing that all of Foo knows of your mortal state. The Coil has been spotty on many things, but it spoke clearly about this. You are capable of dying. Reality, it seems, has made you vulnerable.”

Winter’s mind was racing, filled with impulses and synapses, frantically searching for some memory of what a Lore Coil was. The thought of everyone knowing that she and Leven could die was as frightening as any thought she had ever had.

As Winter was searching her mind, Jamoon tilted his head back slightly and clucked his tongue. Then he raised his arms, and the bottom half of his robe began to billow and sway.

Winter stared as bits of black seeped out from under his robe and rose into the air, where they separated, screaming and spitting and filling the sky. In just seconds, Jamoon and the Ring were surrounded by black, dead, yellow-eyed fowls. Jamoon motioned his arms forward, and the entire gathering of decaying nihils swooped toward Winter.

Winter froze them, but it didn’t slow the dead birds in the least. Frozen they screamed even louder, hurling toward her like an aggressive ice storm. The nihils swirled about her like a frigid twister, violently whipping her hair, the beating of their wings sucking the air from her lungs. A single nihil landed on her shoulder, clinging to her with its ice-pick talons. The nihil pecked Winter sharply on the neck.

Winter felt the sharp beak penetrate her skin, sending frozen waves of dark emotion and fear throughout her body. Winter swatted and yelled, fighting the hundreds of other birds away. It was useless. Her vision pulsated like a dying star. She felt her knees buckling, and her mind and body were filled with thousands of dark and troubling thoughts.

As Winter sank to the ground, Jamoon lifted his arms and the nihils gathered into a cloud, then swooped down and disappeared up under his robe, as though they had been vacuumed up. As they did so, their hissing and screaming ceased, and silence descended over the scene.

In the darkness, Winter lay on the ground, her body twitching and shivering.

“Bring her,” Jamoon ordered. “We will see what she remembers.”

Two members of the Ring of Plague picked Winter up. Geth pushed up against Winter’s wrist and scooted farther up her sleeve, hoping to remain undetected.
  

Chapter Nine

Friends Come in All Sizes, but Usually They Are Bigger Than a Toothpick
 

Dennis Wood didn’t have his own office at Snooker and Woe, but he had discovered and claimed for his own a small, unused utility room—a closet, really—with a little window overlooking the street. Two years before, when the firm was throwing out some old furniture, Dennis had snuck a desk and a banged-up metal filing cabinet for himself and set them up in the closet. On the top of his desk was a cheap metal holder with a plastic strip embossed with the word Janitor on it. The name holder was the one thing he had been given by his boss. Dennis didn’t view it as a gift; he viewed it as one more way for his employers to make sure he knew exactly what he was.

Dennis kept his cleaning supplies in one of the drawers of the filing cabinet and tools for building model toys in his desk drawers. He spent a lot of time at that desk pretending to think, assembling model planes, tanks, and cars. Sometimes he could waste an entire day just sitting there. It was a good day when nobody came looking for him to clean something or empty something else.

Of course, his time was never completely wasted. Dennis loved assembling his plastic or balsa-wood models—the more intricate, the better—and he would spend hours lost in the act of building. He wanted desperately to own a plane that could fly him away or a tank that could bust him out of where he was. But Dennis knew that would never happen, so instead he spent his money and time building what most of the world would call expensive toys.

Dennis wasn’t building today.

For the last two hours Dennis had been sitting at his desk, staring at the toothpick he had come across during lunch. The toothpick felt warm and seemed to vibrate just a bit when he held it.

Dennis studied the sliver carefully, holding it underneath the thick magnifying glass he used for building models.

It was a long toothpick with a dark grain of wood running up and down one side. Just beneath the purple fringe top there looked to be the tiniest round knot, and above that to the side was a slight notch in the wood. The knot was no bigger than the tip of a dull pencil. Dennis reached for one of the X-Acto knives he kept in an empty mayonnaise jar on his desk and picked up the toothpick.

Dennis carefully poked the knot with the tip of the knife.

As he did so, the blade and the toothpick buzzed, causing Dennis to jump and toss both to the ground. The X-Acto blade clanked loudly against the linoleum floor, while the toothpick bounced and rolled under the desk.

“I’m losing it,” Dennis said to himself. “Losing it. My father was right.”

Dennis’s father, Chuck, had always been worried that his son, like him, would someday lose his mind, run away from his family, hide out in an abandoned building for a year, and eventually be committed to an asylum.

“A toothpick,” Dennis muttered. “I got a sandwich and there was a toothpick in it. Lots of people get lots of sandwiches with toothpicks in them.”

He tried to take his mind off the little sliver of wood lying beneath his desk, but it was nearly impossible.

“There’s a toothpick on the floor,” he mumbled. “So what?” A slight red crept into his cheeks, making his white head look like parts of it had been laundered in a load filled with red socks.

Dennis glanced at the small digital clock on his desk. The glowing numbers changed up one.

Dennis couldn’t take it any longer.

Frantically, he pushed his chair back and fell to his knees, feeling under the desk for the toothpick. He found a washer, a paper clip, and an old fortune cookie slip. It read: “Dare to dream.” Dennis remembered the day he had tossed that down. Not only was it not technically a true fortune, it was a painful reminder of his dreamless life. He tossed it aside again and pushed the desk back so as to be able to reach further under.

He didn’t know why, but he was desperate to find that toothpick. He groped around under the desk until his fingers brushed against the toothpick’s purple top and he took hold of it and pulled it out. As he got up from the floor and settled onto his chair, he laid the toothpick on the blotter on his desk and studied the little stick.

The toothpick vibrated.

“What the . . . ?” Dennis muttered, furrowing his brow. Two seconds later the toothpick vibrated once more and rolled to the side just a bit.

Dennis rubbed his eyes. He glanced around the little room, then fumbled through his top drawer and pulled out an even thinner
 X-Acto knife. Holding the toothpick beneath the magnifying glass, he used the point of the knife to touch the tiny knot on the toothpick just below where the purple plastic top was attached.

The knife buzzed.

The hair on the back of Dennis’s neck stood like the quills of a threatened porcupine. Dennis pushed the tip of the knife just slightly into the wood, and, like a miniscule cork being fired from a pent-up bottle of champagne, the tiny knot of wood popped out and shot up. It ricocheted off the magnifying lens and desk and into Dennis’s right eye.

Screaming, Dennis dropped the knife and reached for his eye. But his concern for himself was short-lived as a much higher-pitched and more alarming scream sounded. Dennis let go of the toothpick to cover his ears. He looked around frantically. The noise seemed to be growing. He glanced at the toothpick, realizing that the tiny hole he had just opened was the source of the screaming. He pushed his index finger over the opening to shut it up.

The toothpick bit him.

Dennis drew back his hand and leaped up off the chair. The toothpick was still wailing. Panicking, Dennis reached for a broken stapler and slammed it down on the toothpick.

“Ahhhhhhhhhh!” it wailed, much louder than one would expect something so small to do.

Someone outside the closet began banging on the door.

Dennis moved the stapler off the toothpick. He tore off a piece of Scotch tape from a dispenser on his desk and stuck it over the hole he had made, taping the toothpick to the desk and putting an abrupt end to the screaming. But beneath the tape, the toothpick was still vibrating madly.

The banging on the door stopped and someone yelled, “What’s going on in there?” The door handle jiggled as whoever it was tried to make his way in. Dennis, of course, always made sure the door was locked. He had been interrupted too many times straightening staples or sorting pencils.

“Are you all right?” the voice asked with more disdain than sympathy.

“Fine,” Dennis lied, noticing for the first time that the spot where the toothpick had bit him was bleeding. “I’m fine. The toner in the copy machine was leaking,” he lied again. “There was a leak in the toner,” he repeated, as if saying it twice would make it true.

Dennis tore off another piece of tape and secured the bottom half of the gyrating toothpick. The stapler he had hammered it with had done some damage. One end of the toothpick was slightly bent, and the tip had been split, creating what looked like tiny legs with a short, striped tail hanging down between them.

The vibrating ceased. Dennis just stared. He was trying desperately to make sense of what was happening but had no answers. He thought for a moment that he was simply dreaming, but that didn’t seem likely because Dennis never dreamed. According to his father, this inability to dream was a family trait; the men in the Wood family didn’t dream. When they closed their eyes at night they saw nothing but gray. Dennis had always wanted to doze off and see things in a way his sad life didn’t offer, but it never happened. So he built models and pretended that he was someone else doing something altogether different from his actual activities.

Now, however, here he was, gaping at a toothpick taped to his desk and wondering if he really wanted to experience something different from what his days had always offered.

He decided he might.

After a few moments, Dennis peeled the tape off the top end of the toothpick to see if it would scream again.

Silence.

Dennis touched the purple, hairlike fringe and pulled back.

“Happy?” the toothpick whispered fiercely. “Captured Ezra, have you? Well, you’ve got me, now finish me off, coward!”

“What?” Dennis asked, confused.

“End it!” Ezra snarled. “But before you do, I want to see you. I want to see who cheated fate and did Ezra in. Slice me an eye.”

“E . . . e . . . excuse me?” Dennis asked nervously, more than just a little unsettled by what was happening.

“An eye, you fool!”

“I can’t cut you—”

“I demand to see!” Ezra screamed.

Dennis picked his X-Acto knife back up. He looked at the blade reflecting under the glow of the humming fluorescent light. There was perspiration on his forehead, and the palms of his hands were moist and cold.
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“Do it!” Ezra yelled. “Slice me an eye!”

Dennis put the tip of the sharp blade against the toothpick. He had no real idea of what constituted proper feature arrangement for a toothpick, so he skimmed the edge of the knife across the base of the purple fringe and above the hole he was getting yelled at through. It was only a light cut, but it did the trick. The single horizontal cut opened just a bit and then fluttered due to the brightness of the light. The eye closed and the mouth sighed.

Dennis felt his own forehead to see if he was ill. “It’s happened,” he moaned. “I’ve lost my mind.”

Dennis stood up and began pacing the small space. He grabbed a blue paper towel from a metal shelf and wiped his forehead and hair.

“Sit down,” Ezra ordered.

Dennis sat.

“Listen,” Ezra whispered, causing Dennis to lean in closer. “All I want to be able to do . . .”

Ezra pushed himself up and out of the tape and sprang from the desk directly onto Dennis’s forehead, where he bit down hard. Dennis screamed, swatting at Ezra as if he were a pesky fly. The blow knocked Ezra loose, and he landed on Dennis’s left shoulder.

“Ahhhhhahhahh!” Ezra screamed just before sinking his mouth into Dennis’s neck.

Dennis slapped his neck, trying to stop Ezra, but he was too slow. Ezra was now on top of his head, violently jumping up and down.

The banging on the door started again.

“What’s going on in there?” a voice demanded. “Should we call someone?”

“I’m fine,” Dennis yelled back, looking frantically around for Ezra.

“You’re not fine!” Ezra screamed, diving from off a high metal shelf. “I will finish you!”

Dennis spun, accidentally knocking over a large, open jar of rubber cement. The dark bottle rolled to the edge of the desk and dropped to the floor with an impressive splack. Rubber cement oozed out over the floor as Dennis batted the air like a six-year-old girl who has just seen a big, scary bumblebee.

Ezra dug into Dennis’s right hand with his pointed tail, and Dennis pushed away, sending Ezra to the ground and into the spreading splotch of rubber cement. Ezra lay trapped on his back, more angry than ever, growling maniacally. He writhed in the sticky goo, screaming for Dennis’s head.

“What’s going on in there?” Dennis’s coworkers outside the door yelled. “Open up right now!”

“Please stop screaming,” Dennis whispered fiercely to Ezra. “I’ll get you out, just stop screaming!”

Ezra closed his mouth hole for a second and stared Dennis down with his one eye. He opened his mouth and blew.

“You have thirty seconds,” Ezra hissed.

“How do I know you won’t just start biting me again?” Dennis asked.

“It’s a chance you’re going to—”

Ezra’s threat was cut short by the sound of people slamming up against the door. Dennis’s coworkers had lost all patience. They were working the doorknob with a screwdriver, trying to pop it open and find out what was happening inside Dennis’s closet.

If this scene were in a comic book, you would have been able to see a tiny wooden lightbulb go on above Ezra’s head. But this was not a comic book, so all Dennis saw was a slight mischievous smile from Ezra’s mouth.

“You hate it here,” Ezra said, giving voice to a secret that Dennis for years had been too afraid to admit.

Dennis nodded warily.

“You would do just about anything to get away from this place, wouldn’t you?”

Again Dennis nodded, this time with more surety.

Ezra looked closely at Dennis. Ezra wasn’t exactly coming from a position of strength. He was, after all, a party toothpick stuck to the floor with rubber cement. But he was exuding enough anger and rage to seem like a four-story-tall giant.

“Pull me out, and I’ll take you with me,” Ezra offered wickedly.

Dennis looked at Ezra like a fish that had been held from water for hours and was now being offered an entire lake.

“Take me where?” Dennis whispered.

“Foo,” Ezra spat.

Dennis had no idea where Foo was, but he was fairly certain it wasn’t located in the building he now cleaned, or in the city he had resided in for the last twenty-eight years.

Dennis reached for Ezra just as the door to the closet was finally forced open. He closed his hand around the toothpick and stood up to face those who had so rudely barged in.

“What is going on?” a short woman with big teeth and skinny legs demanded.

“Who were you screaming at?” asked Randall, the firm’s newest partner.

“I’m sick,” was all Dennis said.

He squeezed out the door, pushed into the hall, and ran toward the elevator. He rode twenty floors down to the lobby, where he walked quickly across the tile floor and out the front revolving door. It wasn’t until he was three blocks away that he finally opened his fist and looked at the sticky toothpick in his hand.

Ezra growled.

“I’m sorry,” Dennis apologized. “I didn’t want anyone to see you.”

“You have the spine of a used tissue,” Ezra said meanly. “We could have taken them.”

“You were stuck in glue,” Dennis reasoned.

Ezra spat.

“You’re a toothpick,” Dennis added.

Ezra didn’t like that. “Pig!” he shouted, jumping from Dennis’s hand onto his forearm. He began rubbing himself against the hairy skin, giving Dennis one terrific burn.

Dennis blinked to stop himself from crying. On the basis of a promise from a very hostile toothpick, he had just walked out on the only job he had ever had, and now he had a wicked burn to go with the bite marks on his forehead.

Ezra scrambled up Dennis’s arm and stopped on top of his shoulder. He was breathing as heavily as a toothpick could.

“Sorry,” Dennis offered.

“Boy, I’ll say,” Ezra replied coldly. “If you’re going to come with me, you have got to watch what you say. I might be what you see before you, but I will not always be.”

That was too deep for Dennis.

“I need arms,” Ezra insisted. “I’m not waiting for fate to mold me.”

Dennis stared dumbly at him.

“Bite me,” Ezra instructed.

Dennis felt like crying again. It’s not easy, after all, to be insulted by anyone. It’s even worse when you’re being insulted by a small piece of wood that was once holding your sandwich together. Before Dennis could begin crying, however, Ezra worked himself up Dennis’s face and forced his way into his mouth. It wasn’t too hard, seeing as how Dennis was already in the process of dropping his jaw. After getting inside, Ezra stretched out across Dennis’s front bottom teeth. He eyed the top teeth up above and then scooted over just a bit.

“Do it.”

“Do uht?” Dennis asked, his mouth still hanging open.

“Bite me!” Ezra insisted.

Dennis gingerly closed his mouth.

Ezra hollered, “That’s the worst biting I’ve ever seen. Bite, you baby!”

Dennis opened his mouth and chomped down hard.

This time Ezra screamed for an entirely different reason.

Dennis released, and Ezra called him a coward. Somewhat irritated by Ezra’s bad attitude, Dennis ground his front teeth together. He could feel Ezra beginning to split in two. After grinding for a few moments, Dennis spat Ezra out onto the sidewalk.

Ezra bounced a couple of times and came to a stop. Glaring at Dennis with his single eye, he spat and growled. Dennis knelt down and instantly began to apologize.

“You are an emotional toddler,” Ezra declared.

Dennis had never felt more confused in his life. And it is somewhat important to point out that Dennis had been plenty confused in his life. Like the time his mother told him she needed to go out for just a moment and then never came back. That was confusing. Or all the times his father would say he loved him and then would leave him for weeks to fend for himself. That was confusing too.

Now a toothpick had called him “an emotional toddler.” That was also confusing.

Dennis reached to pick up Ezra but stopped when the toothpick ordered him to leave it alone. Dennis stared at the poor little thing as it writhed and moaned on the ground. Ezra’s torso was wet and bent, thanks to the biting he had just endured. Ezra wriggled and yelled and took advantage of his soggy, chewed condition by painfully ripping a small strand of wood away from his side and forming an arm. The pain didn’t slow him. He gasped as he struggled to rip a second appendage away from his body.

He succeeded, but the pain was too much. The tiny toothpick, which now had two arms, closed his only eye and passed out.

Dennis sat down on the curb and tenderly picked Ezra up. He laid the beat-up toothpick on his knee and folded a bit of his trousers over him. Ezra’s damp purple-fringed top looked like an odd bug resting on his leg. Dennis shifted his position and leaned his back up against a huge dumpster. As he looked at the battered little toothpick, Dennis couldn’t help it. He began to cry. This time in earnest.
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The tiny chair just outside the classroom door was considerably less than comfortable. Tim Tuttle shifted in the seat and thought about just how he would phrase the questions he wanted to ask Winter’s teacher. He wadded and tugged at the blue baseball cap he held in his hands. His heart was beating loudly.

After keeping Tim waiting another fifteen minutes, Mr. Bentwonder came to the door. He looked down the hall in both directions and let his eyes settle on Tim. Mr. Bentwonder sighed heavily, as if he had just solved every problem in the world and nobody had taken the time to thank him. He then blew his nose into a dirty handkerchief, shoved it into his pocket, and announced that he would see Tim now.

After they were seated in Mr. Bentwonder’s office, Tim said, “Thank you so much for meeting with me.”

“A teacher’s time is a precious thing,” Mr. Bentwonder breathed, his fat, mushy face jiggling as he spoke. “Now, how may I enlighten you?”

“I have a question about one of your students.”

“You may have heard wonders about my intellect, but I’m afraid I can’t read your mind,” Mr. Bentwonder said, feigning modesty. “To which pupil are you referring?”

“I’m sorry,” Tim said. “Her name is Winter. Winter Frore.”

Mr. Bentwonder’s face went from pink to pale in two seconds flat. He began to stammer and cough. He pulled his dirty handkerchief back out to cover his mouth, but that did nothing but leave his nose open to spray. He coughed so violently that Tim stood and started patting him on the back in support.

“Are you okay?” Tim asked.

Mr. Bentwonder brushed him away and tried to compose himself. He closed his eyes and patted his fat cheeks. “What about her?” he asked defensively. “She is no longer my pupil.”

“What happened to her?” Tim asked.

“I’ve already told the police,” Mr. Bentwonder sniffed. “It was the worst experience of my professional life.”

“So she was expelled?”

“She would be if she walked in that door again,” he said like a spoiled baby. “She put a spell on all of us.”

“A spell?”

“On the entire class.” He shook his head in disbelief. “One moment I’m filling their brains with information that might very well propel them to greatness, and the next thing I know the entire classroom is . . . frozen.”

“Frozen?” Tim asked in disbelief and with a slight smirk.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Mr. Bentwonder said, shaking a finger at Tim. “Trust me, I understand science. I could have taught any number of subjects.”

“I’m sure you could have.”

“It seemed as though the room had turned to ice, but I’m certain it was some sort of illusion. That witch,” he growled. “Regardless, when I awoke from her trance, my tie had been cut in half, the principal was locked in a hall closet, and that brat was nowhere to be seen.”

“Brat?” Tim asked. “And no one went after her?”

“Why should we?”

“Don’t you have a responsibility to—?”

“I don’t like your tone,” Mr. Bentwonder said. “Who did you say you were, anyway?”

“I’m Winter’s neighbor.”

“Well, then, what business is this of yours?” Mr. Bentwonder asked testily.

“Don’t you think—?”

“No, I don’t think,” Mr. Bentwonder interrupted. “And I will ask you to leave before I am compelled to use force.”

“No need for that,” Tim said, standing. “Thanks for your time.”

Mr. Bentwonder blew his nose in response.

Tim Tuttle stepped into the hall and walked out the front door of the school. Nothing seemed to make sense.

“A frozen classroom,” he said to himself. “How is it possible for a teacher to be hypnotized by a thirteen-year-old girl?”

Tim Tuttle pulled his baseball hat from his back pocket and put it on. He was more determined than ever to find Winter. He was also more curious than ever to find out exactly what had happened.

He stepped off the curb and headed to the Frore home.
  

Chapter Ten

Royal Flush
 

“Wake up, Winter,” Geth whispered. “Wake up.”

Winter could faintly hear his voice, but her head felt like a thick wad of throbbing clay.

“Are you okay?” Geth whispered. “You must wake up.”

Winter had no idea where she was or if she would ever be able to open her eyes again. She was lying on something cold, and her hands were tied behind her and bound tightly to her body. A heavy shroud covered her from head to foot, and she was completely unable to move.

She moaned, her head full of cold, empty thoughts.

“Good girl,” Geth said kindly. “Push the blackness out of your mind.”

“But I can’t open my eyes,” Winter managed to mumble.

Geth smiled. “That’s all right, there’s nothing to see. Just relax.”

“Where are we?” she groaned, licking at her dry lips.

“I’m not certain,” Geth replied. “Something bit you, and Jamoon transported you here on the back of a roven.”

Winter struggled against her bonds. “My wrists hurt,” she complained.

“Of course,” Geth said, patting her on the shoulder as she lay there. “They don’t want you touching anything.”

“Why don’t they want me touching things?” Winter asked. “I don’t need to touch things to freeze them,” she added. “I only need to touch things to—”

It suddenly made sense—the cold against her back, her trapped and covered hands. Winter used everything inside of herself to force open her eyes.

She gasped.

She could barely see out of the slits in the mask, but she could tell that the entire room was solid ice and smaller than her height in all directions. The low ceiling was frozen, and crystals of ice drifted down from above, illuminated by a pulsating white light. Winter rolled her head from side to side. There were no windows or doors. The walls were solid sheets of ice, glistening in the dull light the crystals on the ceiling provided. In the corner was what looked to be a block of ice about the size of a bucket. There was a shallow basin on the top of the block and a small hole in the center of the basin.

“Sorry, but that’s the rest room,” Geth blushed.

“I don’t know what good it will do me. With my hands bound I can’t use it anyway,” Winter moaned. “How long till they take us out of here?”

“Well . . .” Geth cleared his wood hole. “They bring people here for one reason only. This place was Sabine’s creation. He knew he couldn’t kill, so he built this sadistic waiting room. He would keep his enemies here until they were weak enough for him to steal their souls and put them into an endless dark dream, or perhaps cram them into a fantrum seed.”

“This is where he kept you?” Winter asked, feeling herself come awake even more.

“Yes,” Geth answered. “It was three months before I was weak enough for him to extract my soul. You, however, are different.” Geth closed his eyes as if overcome by thought.

“I understand. It’s not a great feeling realizing the whole of Foo knows we’re expendable,” Winter lamented. “So a Lore Coil gave us away?”

“Yes, and it will probably drift back and forth for years, weakening with each pass. Some coils take hundreds of years to vanish completely. Even now, the air is filled with bits and pieces of conversations and events that have long since expired. Of course, most can’t hear anything carried by the Lore Coil after a second or third pass. The Sochemists of Morfit can, but even they fight over what they think they’ve heard. There appears, however, to be no argument about our mortality.”

“What about Lev?” Winter said quietly.

“Fate will tend him as it will us,” Geth whispered. “Hopefully he is well and headed for the turrets.”

“So what’ll we do?” Winter asked. “I can’t even stretch out in here.”

“Well, I hate to be the one to suggest it because then I’ve no one to blame but myself. But I could always find out where that toilet leads.”

Winter turned her head as far as she could and looked toward the frozen stump.

“I would never have suggested that,” she insisted, trying to smile.

“Fate’s not always pretty,” Geth sighed. “I’ll get out and restore myself in the fire of the turrets. Then I can free you and alleviate your condition.”

“My condition?” Winter tried to smile. “Oh, yeah, dying.”

“Death is just a condition fate is forced to use at times,” Geth said seriously.

“You’re making me feel a lot better,” Winter lied.

“Sorry,” Geth said as nicely as he could. “You need to stay alive. Save your energy, because I don’t remember this place serving meals.”

“I’m already thirsty,” Winter complained.

“Think of the bright side,” Geth smiled. “There’ll be less reason for you to use the facilities.” And with that Geth took off running toward the block of ice in the corner. He flew across the floor, leaped into the air, and dove into the small hole, using the facilities in his own special way.
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Major amusement parks would do well to study the pipes and drainage system of the caves that Geth was traveling down. It would make quite a ride—the Toilet of Terror. He first entered a long, steep pipe where he gained terrific speed before hurtling headlong into a succession of multiple bends and wickedly sharp turns that would have left a normal person breathless. After what seemed like hours, Geth shot out of a hole in the mountainside and into the Sun River. The river pulled Geth along for about a mile before he was able to work his way over to the bank and crawl out onto dry land.

Geth struggled for a time to catch his breath. Finally he stood and took a look around, surprised at how confused he was. He recognized the Sun River, but he wasn’t sure at which point he had ended up. More of a concern, however, was that he had absolutely no idea where he had just come from. He would never be able to backtrack to find Winter. Geth knew Foo pretty well. He knew the places of breathtaking beauty and the places best avoided for fear of capture or danger. But he had no idea of the location of Sabine’s ice caves. When he had first been captured and taken there, he had been in a drugged state. And when he had arrived with Winter a few hours ago, he had been tucked in the hem of her sleeve and so had seen nothing. Now, thanks to his wild ride through the pipes, Geth couldn’t even begin to guess what direction he had just come from.

“Perfect,” Geth said to himself. “Nothing like a challenge.”

Geth dove back into the Sun River and swam quickly downstream. He paddled evenly and calmly. Stroke by stroke he raced through the water toward the Lime Sea, the strong current carrying him along at great speed.

By early afternoon, Geth was in the Lime Sea, paddling his way to shore. He hid in the water underneath the forest docks, waiting for someone or something traveling on through the Swollen Forest. Large, bloated mons swam in the water around him. Mons were disgustingly fat, fishlike creatures with large, wrinkled, pruny eyes and cellulite-coated bodies. They populated the Lime Sea and were considered a delicacy by the Waves of the Lime Sea. The mons would eat algae and weeds until they were so big they would explode; the Waves would then harvest and enjoy the carnage left behind. Everyone else in Foo found their remains to be too fatty, too tough, and too much like blown-up fish remnants to be at all appetizing. The mons sniffed at Geth, realized he was tasteless, and swam away.

Geth bobbed up and down, surprised at the level of concern he was feeling. After all, he was a lithen of the highest order, and it was completely out of character for him to be worried about anything.

His worry wasn’t for Winter and her suffering and possible starvation, even though it didn’t exactly bring him joy to think of her weakening in that coffin of ice.

He wasn’t worried about Leven, either, even though the boy was a crucial player in what would happen in the battle to preserve Foo and completely restore the dreams of mankind.

He wasn’t even worried about Clover. The little sycophant was amazingly resourceful and could no doubt take care of himself.

No, Geth’s worry was for himself. As neat and compact and woody as a toothpick is, one’s soul and heart can give it life for only so long. Geth had already beaten the odds by surviving the blades that had chewed him up as a chunk of tree. He had tempted fate by slipping from Foo and back. He suspected that his small body simply couldn’t last too much longer, and Geth was beginning to experience worry—something no lithen had ever done. Geth suspected that if he were not restored to his former self within a couple of days, his heart would give out, and he would become nothing but a useless sliver of wood, good only for picking teeth and spearing cocktail weenies.

It was not a pleasant prospect.

Geth reached down and rubbed his left foot. Already he could feel the wood at his southernmost tip hardening.

“Interesting,” he said, continually in awe of fate’s working.

From beneath the docks he spotted a band of palehi, their faces reflecting the trauma of the many frightening things they had seen. The palehi were lean and short, with long, white hair pulled back in leather bands. They were usually shirtless, their arms marked in red stripes, each stripe representing a time they had successfully made it through the Swollen Forest. The palehi wore loose skirts that allowed their legs full range of motion, and their feet were wrapped with gunt-lined leather that was tied tightly at their ankles. They lived in the edges of the forest, and perpetual fear had bleached their skin a pale white.

Like the lithens, the palehi had been in Foo since the creation. But unlike the lithens, the palehi had never become a positive force in Foo. Following the wars, the palehi resisted ever taking sides again. However, for a price, the timid beings would escort anything that wished to travel through the Swollen Forest. They didn’t guarantee they could safely get you where you were going, but they were as effective a way through as any.

Geth watched as a group of palehi tentatively circled a tall nit who was looking to traverse the forest. The nit had a fat sycophant on his right shoulder and was counting the red stripes on the arms of the palehi.

“You get me through the forest, and I’ll make it worth your while, yes indeed, yes indeed. I’m very important, mind you,” the nit said.

“I’m sure you are,” one of the palehi responded. “Now, keep up and we should have no problem. Your name?”

“I like the name Francis, but unfortunately mine’s Albert. Albert Welch,” the nit replied. “I hold a position of great importance in Niteon.”

The palehi looked unimpressed. One even smirked.

“I’m Simon,” the lead palehi said to Albert. “Your sycophant’s name?”

“Delph,” Albert replied.

“We prefer not to see him,” Simon said. “Sycophants only complicate things.”

“Well,” Delphinium huffed, “I know when I’m not wanted.”

“That would be now,” Simon said. “The last thing we need is some sycophant making things messier. If we don’t see you, you can’t interfere.”

Delphinium glared and then disappeared.

Their white faces showing only fear, the palehi formed a circle around Albert. The tall nit straightened the felt hat on his head and buttoned his vest.

“Run quickly,” Simon said to Albert. “We’ll keep you circled.”

Geth climbed out from beneath the docks as Simon was talking and ran as fast as his small legs would carry him. He scrambled onto the road, breathing hard in a dash to reach them. The palehi were beginning to move into the forest, and Geth’s short legs made it almost impossible for him to catch up. Fortunately, impossible was a concept Geth had some trouble grasping. Geth lunged forward and snagged the right cuff of Albert’s pants. He pulled himself up over the hem and into the cuff and settled in as Albert and the circle of palehi took off running into the forest.
  

Chapter Eleven

Here and Foul
 

Clover hated the tharms. He had once had a run-in with them, when he was in his early fifties. It had been a dark night, and they had ambushed him, stealing him from off Antsel’s shoulder and binding him in a silver dream sack that he couldn’t work his way out of. Eventually Antsel had ransomed his release, and Clover had been set loose with a new love of freedom and a new dislike for the three-armed, foul-smelling, cork-eared miscreants.

Clover had hoped that single incident would be his one and only, but his hopes had now been dashed. He had just been sitting there, minding his own business, when suddenly and without warning he had been netted off Leven’s head and whisked away with such speed that there was no way Leven could have known what had happened. And even though Clover was bound in a dream sack and hidden deep within a tharm’s tunnel, he didn’t fear the creatures or the place where they held him. What he feared was Leven thinking he had abandoned him.

Sycophants don’t do well with feelings of having let their burns down.

The tunnel was dank, and the only light came from two burning torches, which were spaced about twenty feet from each other and stapled to the tunnel walls with thick, yellow rib bones of rovens. The torches illuminated a part of the tunnel that had been dug out to create a sort of room. That cavern had thirty or so silvery bags hanging from roots sticking down through the ceiling. All the bags hung still at the moment except for one that was rocking and twisting.

“Hello!” Clover hollered out from the bag. “Hello?” He knew from his previous experience that he was probably being held captive with other sycophants.

“No one’s going to answer you,” a voice yelled back.

“Good to know,” Clover replied. “Where are we?”

“Who knows?” the voice answered. “Dirty tharms. They don’t even give you a chance—snatching you when your back’s turned.”

“So where’s your burn?” Clover asked.

“I’ve no idea,” the voice said, breaking up a bit. “We had just come out of the Swollen Forest alive and were celebrating our success when I was snatched from off my burn’s head. Poor Steven. I don’t know what he’ll do without me.”

“They’ll probably bury your burn,” another sycophant said. “They’ve taken to burying nits these days.”

Clover began to thrash around in his bag. If Leven was buried, the boy would suffocate. Clover had no time to hang around.

“I have to get out of here,” Clover cried.

“How?” a few sycophants answered back, sounding confused.

“There has to be a way,” Clover said, racking his brain.

All the other sycophants were dumbfounded. Sycophants did as their burns required. They were carefree, completely motivated by someone other than themselves telling them how to live their lives. For generations, sycophants had been snatched by the tharms and held captive until someone ransomed them. That was just how things were. “But—” one tried to argue.

“Stay if you want,” Clover said. “But I’m in the mood for helping fate. Does anyone here have any matches?”

“This cannot be good,” a high-pitched sycophant voice wailed.

“Matches or an amber stick,” Clover clarified.

There was no answer, only the sound of some whimpering from the other bags.

“Fine,” Clover shrugged.

He fished around in his void until he found a tin of I-Chews. He rubbed his finger over the wrapper, and the words on the label glowed. He read it out loud: “One piece will gently inflate your ego. Two pieces will cause excessive swelling. Three pieces or more, and you’re asking for trouble.”

Clover pried the lid off and poured every last piece into his mouth. The candy tasted like lint, and he could hardly chew, there were so many pieces. But as he chomped on it, the candy gradually liquefied and ran down his throat like syrup. He coughed and sputtered as he continued to chew.

“What are you doing?” a thin-voiced sycophant asked. “Are you all right?”

“I—” Clover would have answered, but he suddenly felt too self-important to address such common sycophants. His head began to swell, and the swelling was accompanied by a rapturous feeling of superiority that expanded as Clover’s perfect body and ego continued to grow.

Clover looked at his arms as they rapidly enlarged. He smiled. They were, after all, such nice arms. The candy had him thinking of no one but himself.

“I am a rather gorgeous-looking sycophant,” he observed smugly.

The swelling continued. Clover’s eyes turned into puffy slits as his face bulged, making it difficult for him to see clearly. Clover felt some sadness over not being able to better look at himself. His body expanded, growing ever larger and filling up every inch of the dream sack he was hanging in.

His head was reaching beanbag-chair proportions.

His feet had grown to the size of watermelons.

The dream sack Clover was in was stretched to capacity, and it began to creak under the stress. Clover’s ego was too big to hold. The sound of the dream sack stretching alarmed the other sycophants, and they yelped and moaned as they thrashed about in their sacks.

Clover swaggered in his bag. “Any football team would be pleased to have me,” he bragged aloud.

Suddenly, there was a loud pop as Clover’s dream sack burst, dropping him to the floor of the cavern. He bounced like a giant rubber ball. Freed from the sack, his ego and body continued to swell until he formed an almost perfect sphere.

“I must look quite spectacular,” Clover said as he rocked back and forth. “Pity you’re not able to see me,” he yelled to the other bags still hanging.

“Get us out,” the other sycophants yelled.

Clover would have replied, but a number of tharms who had been up on the surface had heard the popping of the sack. They now stood in the tunnel, staring with slack jaws, vigorously scratching their foreheads with the fingers on their third hands.

There was no time to lose. Clover rocked until he began rolling down the tunnel.

“Look at me!” he cheered for himself.

He bowled over three tharms and bounced and rolled down a side tunnel that had a steep decline.

Clover was finally able to pick up some real speed.

Tharms popped out from side tunnels and small caves along the way, all of them trying desperately to stop Clover. Their efforts were in vain. Clover plowed over all of them until he came to a long straightaway that leveled out, leading to a light at the end of the tunnel.

Clover smirked arrogantly as he shot out of the opening and rolled into the Swollen Forest. Hundreds of tharms burst from the tunnel behind him like an explosion of gangly rats hot on his tail. Despite wanting to allow everyone the pleasure of looking at him, Clover turned invisible. Thankfully there was still a little humble voice inside him that had its wits about it. Even though he was invisible, it was not hard for the tharms to follow the mangled trail of growth Clover was creating.

Gradually, the I-Chews began to wear off. After a few more positive thoughts and a number of spectacular tumbles, Clover’s feet were back to normal. Moments later he was thin enough to maneuver easily through the thick growth of trees.

A few tharms were still pursuing him, but most had given up. Glancing behind him, Clover quickly pulled himself up into a fantrum tree and held his breath as those tharms still following ran right underneath him.

Clover congratulated himself as his body continued to contract. He wanted to rest and catch his breath, but he knew there was no time. If Leven had been buried, there wouldn’t be a moment to spare.

Even so, with the effects of the candy still lingering, Clover had an urge to pull a mirror out of his void and admire himself.

“No,” Clover said, fighting off his inner ego.

He dropped out of the tree and began running.

Leven was not far. He could feel it.
  

 Chapter Twelve

The Weight of Fate
 

Sometimes it isn’t easy to know what to think. Sometimes people experience or see things, and they have no idea what to make of them. Your friend tells you that you have to see a movie because it is the greatest thing ever filmed. So you get dragged to the theater, and it turns out to be a story about a girl who writes things in a journal and the journal becomes her friend. And there is even a scene where the actress dances with the journal, and the journal sings back. And when you walk out of the theater you not only doubt your friend’s taste in movies, but you are beginning to doubt your choice of friends.

Sometimes it just isn’t easy to know what to think.

Leven was experiencing one of those moments.

He was lying on his back, buried in the dark hole dug for him by the tharms, fighting desperately to manipulate fate enough to keep a protective suit of wind around him and maintain some breathing room. But the weight of the soil above him was growing too great, and the dirt was becoming increasingly aggressive. Particles of soil were pushing into the air bubble he had formed and filling his eyes and mouth. Even more concerning were the tree roots he could feel wrapping themselves around the outside of the bubble, acting as if they were preparing to get a grip and squeeze.

Leven rolled over inside the protective air and lay on his stomach. Sweat sprang from his skin and burst like tiny, wet fireworks in the confined space. The weight of the dirt at his feet had him pinned down and was compressing the air up toward his thighs, kneading and pinching his legs. Leven pushed up onto his elbows and focused his vision, concentrating his thoughts, straining to manipulate the wind he had drawn in.

More dirt closed in around his waist.

Leven didn’t know how deep he was, but he strained upward. Each time he moved, more dirt filled in behind him, causing the wind wrapped around him to shrink and compress. Leven thought of Reality and the smothering he had often felt living with Addy and Terry. There had been more times than he could count when he had felt he was going to suffocate from their cruelty and neglect. Now, however, Addy and Terry were nowhere near, and Leven’s fate was up to him. He took a deep breath, using up a big chunk of the precious wind. Leven refused to give up, tired of being acted upon. He pushed up with his palms. What little air remained was hot and stifling. It reminded him of being in the giant dirt snake that had swallowed him and Winter in Oklahoma.

By straining as hard as he could, he moved up slightly, but more dirt beat down on his back. His head was pounding from the strain of manipulating the air around him and trying to resist the weight of the dirt holding him down.

Leven gritted his teeth and pushed up again, but it was no use. The weight of the soil was too much. The only air remaining was just that around his head and face.

Sweat was pouring off his forehead into his eyes. The air was diminishing, and his chest ached from trying to breathe. He could see no solution in his eyes, and his lungs were on fire. His thoughts began to go fuzzy, and resisting the blackness seemed pointless.

It’s too hard, he thought to himself. It would be easier to just go to sleep.

Visions from his recent life flickered through his mind: Geth. Winter. Sabine. Amelia. Clover. Then his throat constricted as he felt his lungs begin to burst.
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Clover’s heart was thumping so hard that it hurt his chest. He searched around frantically. There was no sign of Leven, but the little sycophant felt that he was in the right spot.

He looked down. The ground beneath him was dark and soft, as though it had been recently tilled, and there was a tall fantrum tree bedded in the loose soil. Clover could see the tops of its roots wriggling.

Clover knelt down and began digging. He thrust his tiny hands into the dirt and threw handfuls back over his head. He could sense Leven beneath, and the fear he felt caused him to dig even faster. Despite feelings of confidence left over from the I-Chews, Clover knew that he alone was not enough to get Leven out.

He looked around, desperate for some help. There was nothing but trees and darkness. Clover dug some more, but the tharms had dug too deep a hole. Clover sighed, wiped his brow, and did the one thing he could think of.

He began whistling.

Sycophants have remarkable powers and the skills to do many things. They are loyal beyond measure, and their ability to make themselves invisible is as coveted as any gift in Foo.

On top of all that, the sycophants occupy the only uncharted bit of land in Foo—Sycophant Run—a place so mysterious and unknown that no one other than sycophants has ever been there. If an individual or creature were to attempt to reach Sycophant Run, they would be bombarded by the sycophant pawns, who guard its location zealously. Many have tried to reach their lands and learn of their ways and mysteries, but in a realm otherwise full of endless possibilities, invading Sycophant Run remains impossible.

But for all the wonderful and fantastical things that sycophants can do, there is one thing sycophants are sorry at.

They can’t whistle.

Oh, they can make a whistling sound, but it is not pleasing in any way. Something about the lips they are blessed with produces a most horrible and discordant screech whenever they pucker up and blow.

Clover knew this and was counting on his whistle being more awful than ever before. As he blew through his lips forcefully, he rotated his head so as to throw the sound all around him, and the forest was filled with the awful screech and echo of Clover’s whistling wail. It sounded like the desperate call of some poor creature suffering a violent death.

Clover’s plan began to work almost immediately. As he whistled, he spotted a pair of tiny eyes flashing in the darkness between two distant trees. The eyes were filled with a look of concern.

Clover whistled louder.

More eyes, more concern.

Clover blew as though Leven’s life depended on it. All around him more eyes appeared. The eyes moved tentatively toward Clover, curious about the suffering they were hearing.

There are a lot of mysterious and scary things about the Swollen Forest; it is not, for instance, a great place to picnic. But as in all of Foo, there are some wonderful things there as well. And some of the nicest things about the Swollen Forest are the Sympathetic Twill who live there. The timid creatures hide all day, but at night they busy themselves cleaning up leaves and mending tree branches that travelers might have broken. They also free sheep or animals caught in tall brush or thick bushes. The whole while they sniffle softly and reassure each other, patting one another sympathetically on the back. They are about knee-high and have large, lumpy heads and oversized feet. Their big heads are covered with wild, silver hair and house familiar faces with deep eyes and thick smile lines.

They aren’t particularly brave, so they avoid threatening creatures, but the sound of a lone sycophant suffering by himself in an open field was impossible for them to ignore.

Dozens of sad-faced Twill shuffled out of the trees and cautiously surrounded Clover. One with an orange, knitted vest patted Clover lightly on the back and looked at him with great empathy. Another rubbed Clover’s knee.

Clover pretended to cry. “My friend,” he sniffled, pointing to the ground.
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As if they understood, the Sympathetic Twill all began to dig. They plunged their hands deep into the writhing dirt, and in a matter of moments had excavated a good two feet.

Clover hopped down into the cleared area and continued digging. Dozens of hands made light work, and in a couple of minutes Clover’s hands struck a small root. He pulled at it to clear the dirt away.

The root wiggled.

Clover stopped digging and clapped with excitement. All of the Sympathetic Twill began to sing for joy. It was only a finger, but Clover had a pretty good idea who was on the other end of it.

The finger moved slightly as Clover and the Twill continued to work. In a few seconds Leven’s entire right arm was uncovered. Knowing that Leven desperately needed air, Clover dug as one possessed, hurling dirt out of the hole, heedless of the Sympathetic Twill he was peppering with soil. As Clover worked to clear the top of Leven’s head, Leven used his own free arm to help.

“Don’t die,” Clover pleaded.

There was a muffled reply that became more audible as Clover uncovered Leven’s face. As he cleared the dirt away, Clover could see Leven blinking his eyes.

Bawling with relief, Clover continued digging.
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Leven had felt the tug on his finger and figured it was some dead relative on the other side, trying to pull him into the next life. The thought made even more sense as a small circle of light began to show through. As the light became greater, Leven saw a face, and he had a different thought—either angels were hairy, or Clover was here to save him.

Leven’s lungs burned so horribly he couldn’t properly register what was going on. He blinked as the world opened back up to him. His head was now completely exposed in the round hole Clover and the Twill had dug. He instinctively gasped, desperately sucking in a breath of air. Leven scratched at the dirt with his free hand and was able to pull his other arm out and use it to help as well. Dozens of short, worried-looking Twill were digging like mad. Clover would dig with his hands and feet for a few moments, jump onto Leven’s head, pat Leven, and then jump down and dig some more. A couple of Sympathetic Twill began to comb and smooth Leven’s hair.

In a few minutes Leven was able to twist his waist. He threw his hands forward and tried to pull himself out of the hole. Everyone tugged and cheered him on.

“Almost there!” Clover yelled.

Leven pulled one more time and freed his lower body. For those looking on, it appeared that the soil was giving birth. Leven crawled out of the hole to level ground and collapsed on the soil. Clover let him cough and moan for about twelve seconds.

“Are you okay?” Clover asked, jumping on Leven’s back.

“I think so,” Leven spat, looking around. “Who are these guys?”

“Sympathetic Twill,” Clover answered. “I couldn’t dig you out fast enough, and they came to your rescue.”

The Twill were gathered around Leven and Clover. Some were crying joyfully, and a few had their hands clasped above their hearts. All of them looked concerned but happy. A thin one with few teeth offered Leven a warm mug of what tasted like thick chocolate and two hot, buttery rolls dripping with jam.

“Thank you,” Leven said, wiping dirt away from his mouth.

Leven ate every wonderful crumb and drank every delicious drop of chocolate. He handed the mug back and thanked them again.

The Sympathetic Twill all lined up, and one by one they hugged Leven or kissed him on the cheek. Then they slipped off into the woods and out of view.

“Where are they going?” Leven asked after the last one had patted his knee.

“Back into hiding,” Clover answered.

Leven continued to breathe deeply, still trying to take in enough air to regain his strength.

“We really should go,” Clover said, pulling on Leven’s arm. “We have a goal to achieve.”

“Just one second,” Leven gasped, his chest still heaving. “I was buried. Remember?”

“You humans and the past,” Clover said. “We need to keep moving.”

Leven brushed his face, feeling the dirt on his skin. He knew that it was different from the dirt in Reality and that he was a long way from any home he had ever known, but he was alive.

“Where’d you disappear to?” Leven asked.

“The tharms bagged me. But I got away,” Clover said, as if Leven might not have noticed. “It looks like I arrived just in time.”

“I was working my way up,” Leven said, brushing dirt from his hair.

“If you breathed through your fingers like the Waves you might have had a chance.”

“Waves?”

“Of the Lime Sea,” Clover answered. “But that’s not important. The important thing is that I saved you, and you are lucky to know me.”

The effects of the I-Chews hadn’t completely worn off.

Leven smiled at Clover. “That’s true. Are you okay?”

“I ate too much candy,” Clover admitted.

Leven got to his feet, then reached down and scratched Clover on the head. He took another deep breath. “So where are we?”

“This is the Swollen Forest,” Clover answered. “We were entering here when the tharms got you.”

Leven looked around at the forest. “The trees are all bent,” he said. “They almost seem angry.”

The trees grew in odd directions. Some grew straight, but an equal number grew sideways or diagonally. Some were twisted into spirals, and some were bent into shapes or had grown into large knots. Most had branches that grew low on their trunks and stuck out like warped, greedy little hands and arms. Their bark was thick and deeply furrowed, and the tops grew together, the leaves forming a thick canopy that blocked out most of the light, shrouding the floor of the forest in even greater darkness.

The gnarled trees made Leven uneasy. He had always liked trees. Geth as a tree had been one of Leven’s few comforts in life. But these trees were different—almost menacing.

“Why is it called the Swollen Forest?” Leven asked.
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“The trees are constantly swelling and shifting,” Clover explained. “At the heart of the forest, the trees are as big around as a building. I’ve seen one swell so big it burst. It’s a lot more disgusting than you might think. All that sap and tree ligaments and . . . well, it’s not pretty. As they swell, those around shift to give them more room. The forest reaches from the Guarded Border down to the Veil Sea.”

Clover bent over and brushed some dirt out of the hair on his ankles. As he straightened, his ears twitched. “It’s an exciting place,” he added. “Most people avoid it, but I’ve always liked it.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Well, for starters, there are many secrets buried in here. So don’t go digging up things that you don’t know what they are. I let out a secret years ago, and it’s still haunting me. Luckily, it never really recognized me, and I’ve been able to keep it confused. I’ll bet my trip to Reality really messed it up.”

“You can bury secrets?”

“Of course,” Clover answered. “People try to bury secrets in Reality, but here the secrets are literally buried. Weird things happen under the crust of our surface. There are also some amazing animals here.”

“Animals?” Leven asked.

“They’re not your soft, fluffy kinds of animals. The animals here are mostly dream mangled.”

“What does that mean?”

“They’re escaped bits and pieces of odd dreams. Have you ever dreamed you had a pony and then in that same dream your pony turned out to be a pig?” Clover looked to Leven as if for an answer.

“No,” Leven said.

“Oh,” Clover said, sounding a bit hurt. “Well, if you had, and if you had woken up before you should have, that pig-pony might very well have escaped your dream and been driven into the Swollen Forest.”

Leven was silent.

“By driven, I don’t mean that someone actually rode it here,” Clover tried to clarify and fill the dead air simultaneously. “It was more figurative. Like the people of Cork chased it here because they didn’t—”

“I understand the concept of driven.”

“Good,” Clover replied, as if he were a parent who had just escaped explaining something embarrassing to a child.

“So we are in a forest that is getting ready to burst, sitting on top of buried secrets, surrounded by mangled pigs?”

“And outlaws, and the sarus, and at least one siid,” Clover added.

“Of course.”

“This is one of the best places for them all to hide.”

“So, can we get out of here?” Leven asked.

“If you want to,” Clover said, looking around.

“Are all sycophants as helpful as you?” Leven asked sarcastically.

“I told you before, I’m not the best sycophant.” Clover cleared his throat. “In fact, I’m probably one of the worst.” The candy had completely worn off.

“I don’t believe that for a second,” Leven said honestly. “When I saw your face digging me out I was so relieved. Now, we need to do as Geth said and get to the turrets as fast as possible.”

“Be careful,” Clover warned, holding his finger in front of his mouth.

“About what?” Leven asked.

“Speaking a plan out loud can bring about thousands of difficulties,” Clover whispered. “There are many in Foo who fight only to destroy the plans of any who dare to dream in ways contrary to their own. If they hear of yours, you could be in for it.”

“Who would hear it out here?” Leven asked. “There’s nothing but trees and dirt—”

Leven’s thoughts were cut short as he tripped over a wriggling tree root that was slithering across the ground in front of him. Leven flew forward, sprawling with his right shoulder into a decaying, fallen tree trunk.

“Are you okay?” Clover asked.

“Fine,” Leven said, embarrassed. He leaned against the tree as he tried to right himself, and the rotten tree moved. As it did so, a soft hissing sound came from the loose ground around its base.

“Can you hear that?” Leven asked.

“Yes,” Clover said.

Leven pushed against the fallen tree a little harder, and the hissing grew louder.

“We should probably walk away,” Clover cautioned.

Curious, Leven ignored Clover and leaned on the rotting tree even harder. It toppled over, exposing a large, flat, dirt-covered stone beneath its roots. Leven knelt down and brushed some of the dirt away. As he did so, the hissing increased.

Leven brushed some more dirt away, uncovering a row of large purple rings running across the top of the stone. The surface of the rock was warm, like the outside of an electric clothes dryer after it has been running for a while. Leven looked closely at the rock. Something was pulling him toward it.

When he touched one of the purple rings with his finger, the rock hummed.       

“Leave it alone,” Clover whispered. “It’s probably hiding a secret.”

“How do you know? What if it’s someone? We can’t just leave someone buried,” Leven argued, remembering the fear and suffocation he had experienced when trapped underground.

“It’s probably not a someone, it’s a something. Now leave it alone,” Clover said, beginning to panic and tugging on Leven’s leg.

Leven ran his finger over the top of the boulder. His fingers snagged one of the purple rings. When he pulled on it, the boulder shifted slightly and the ground below it released a small, silvery wisp of steam. Leven pulled harder on the ring. The stone groaned and shook and then popped out from where it was lodged. Steam hissed up from where the stone had rested. Leven studied the indentation.

The dirt was packed, and there were tree roots running through it. And in the center of the depression was what looked like a round cap to some container.

“Just great,” Clover moaned. “We need to get out of here.”

Leven didn’t listen. Instead, he leaned down and touched the cap with his fingers. It was solid and had a raised ridge across the top of it. He gripped it. He couldn’t pull it out, but it turned easily.

“Don’t!” Clover pleaded.

All Leven could think about was the suffocation he had felt. He couldn’t let that happen to someone else. He turned the cap twice more and then lifted it from the ground. A burst of steam escaped from the wooden jar it covered. Leven peered into the jar and shivered, his brown eyes darkening.

“We should go,” Clover begged.

The uneasiness was so strong Leven would have obeyed, but he was distracted by a golden glow he could see at the bottom of the jar. Leven reached for it and wrapped his hand around it. It was a metal handle of some sort. Leven turned it, and there was a loud clicking noise. When he tugged on it, the handle came loose, and he pulled it out of the jar. It wasn’t gold, but it was a metal key, about the size of a pocketknife. The teeth of the key were ornate and the bottom of it was shaped in a swirling circular pattern. It was heavy and tarnished, but something inside Leven sensed that it was more important than it looked.

“What is that?” Clover asked.

“Nothing,” Leven answered, closing his right hand around it.

“So, you’re hiding nothing in your hand?” Clover asked.

“I think it’s a key, but we should—”

Leven would have said more, but he was distracted by a reddish glow coming from the small hole the key’s absence had created.

“Don’t look at it,” Clover commanded.

It was too late. Leven stared at the glow, hypnotized by its color. As he did so, the glow began to take shape and ooze up out of the lock.

Two fiery arms pushed out, squeezed from the lock like glowing putty. The arms were followed by a brilliant swatch of fire. Leven leaned back and then in. Around the edges of the flame were dozens of tiny sparks. As Leven watched, the sparks snapped and danced, morphing into a dozen glowing beings that cavorted around the edges of the larger body of fire continuing to rise out of the ground. It came up with a swoosh and towered over Leven, crackling and spitting tongues of flame.

“Get out of here!” Clover screamed. “Move!”

“What is—”

“Run!” Clover insisted. “You’ve released a secret and a bunch of decoys.”

“What?”

“Run before any of them recognize you!” Clover screamed. “If they discover who you are, they will follow you the rest of your life.”

“But shouldn’t I—”

“Run!” Clover demanded. “I told you not to touch the dirt.”

Leven shook his head, trying to pull himself out of the trance the fiery specter had cast.

“Run!” Clover ordered again.

Leven felt something on his face. He looked, cross-eyed, and there sitting on the bridge of his nose was a small, burning silhouette. The tiny being looked into Leven’s eyes and glowed bright.

“I ate the last of the dub-rubble pie and blamed it on the neighbor boy,” the small secret whispered. It smiled, looking greatly relieved, and then jumped from Leven’s nose and dashed off into the forest.

“What was—?”

“Oh, you must have unearthed one huge secret,” Clover moaned, his voice quavering. “When big secrets get buried, they generate a bunch of decoys in case someone unearths them one day. The little ones are trying to make you think it’s no big deal to listen. We have got to get out of here!”

A wave of fear suddenly washed over Leven, so strong he felt as though he might throw up.

“Run!” Clover insisted.

Leven stood there, frozen in the light of the fiery secret. Clover grabbed a sharp stick from the ground and jabbed it as hard as he could into Leven’s right thigh.

That did the trick.

“Ouch!” Leven blurted, grabbing his leg.

“Run!”

Leven took off running just as the liberated secret pulled itself erect, tilted back its head, and screamed.
  

Chapter Thirteen

Look Both Ways Before You Cross the Street
 

Dennis looked at his trembling hands. As hard as he tried, he could not get them to stop shaking. He ran one through his thin hair and then sat on both of them, hoping that would keep them from twitching.

It didn’t—now his whole body was shaking.

There was a faint banging coming from the inside of his filing cabinet, where Dennis’s briefcase, wrapped in pillows and duct tape, was holding one very angry toothpick. Dennis’s small, sad, dreamless life was being turned upside down, and he didn’t know if he should scream for help or hide somewhere until it all went away.

Like a trained seal, Dennis had returned to the only place he knew—his work. Here in his closet he was safe for a moment. Sure, he had run out the day before, but nobody here had even given that a second thought. They figured it was just the way of the janitor. Now he was back, locked in his closet, and trying to understand what was happening and what to do next.

The muffled banging from inside the metal drawer continued.

Dennis took a quick assessment of his life. He had no family. No wife. No children. He had an apartment, but the window leaked, and the people upstairs were world-famous cloggers who would dance in their wooden shoes all night long. Once, Dennis had worked up the nerve to go and ask them if they could dance without their shoes. It had been a bad idea. The father had brought one of his wood-covered feet down onto Dennis’s big right toe while yelling something about Dennis being a tyrant and trying to suppress art.

After that, the dancing intensified.

Dennis did have a little savings—a few hard-earned dollars he had put away. But he had no friends or future to spend it on. In fact, all Dennis had was a pillow-wrapped briefcase with a maniacal toothpick in it. He knew if he asked for help or understanding from his coworkers, they would simply have him locked up for mental instability and then go on about their business.

Dennis felt doomed. He glanced up at the single, small window in his “office” and could see only one solution. He climbed onto a folding chair and pushed open the base of the window. Noise from the city drifted up from the street and burst into the closet—the sounds of taxis honking and traffic flowing. It was twenty stories down to the street, but the sound of someone yelling at someone else could clearly be heard. Dennis stuck his head out the window. He was afraid of heights, and it made him dizzy just to look down. He quickly pulled his head back in and went to his filing cabinet, opened the drawer, and took out the pillow-wrapped briefcase.

For the moment, Ezra was quiet inside, and Dennis wondered if the toothpick knew what was coming. He ripped off the duct tape, unwrapped the pillow, and stared at the briefcase. He thought back to when he had purchased it. It had been his five-year anniversary at Snooker and Woe. He had heard and seen all the other associates there having parties and giving gifts to each other as each celebrated his or her fifth year of service.

But there had been nothing for Dennis.

So he had taken some money from his savings and walked down to the luggage store. There he had bought the third-least-expensive briefcase as a gift to himself. He had imagined someone asking him where he had gotten it, and him answering, “It was a gift for my fifth year.”

But in all the years since, not a single person had shown even the slightest interest in Dennis or in the briefcase he always carried. The closest he had gotten to anyone saying anything was once in an overcrowded elevator when a woman told him to move his stupid briefcase because it was digging into her backside.

Dennis stared at the leather case one last time. He rubbed the smooth outside and sighed. Then he climbed back onto the chair and flung the briefcase out the window as hard as he could.

He watched it sail through the air and eventually come crashing down on the edge of a vacant lot, twenty floors below. The briefcase burst under the impact, sending bits and pieces flying everywhere over the empty block.

Dennis didn’t know whether to sob or cheer. Fortunately for him, that was one more decision he didn’t have to make, seeing how his thoughts were interrupted by a voice on his shoulder.

“Wow,” Ezra growled appreciatively. “I didn’t know you had that in you.”

Startled, Dennis jumped, and as he came back down his right foot slipped off the folding chair and he toppled to the floor, slamming into his desk and banging his right cheek against the metal lamp. Blood shot out of his cheek like ketchup squeezed from a bottle. Dennis put his hand over the wound and struggled to his feet. Ezra hopped from his shoulder, where he had been standing, but Dennis couldn’t see him.

“How’d you get out?” Dennis asked, scanning the room for the insolent toothpick.

“I worked my way through the latch,” Ezra said, his voice coming from the direction of the highest shelf. “From there, pushing through the pillow was no problem. Looks like I got out just in time.”

Dennis glanced toward the window.

“I . . . I didn’t . . .” Dennis tried to explain.

“Don’t explain yourself,” Ezra commanded. “I’m proud of you, and for the first time.”

Dennis was shocked. “Proud? I tried to kill you.”

“You showed some backbone,” Ezra growled again. “Sit down.”

Dennis did as he was told.

Ezra jumped from the shelf onto the desk. He walked as close to Dennis as he could and looked him in the eyes.

“Listen,” he whispered fiercely. “I might have been wrong. I mean, the way I’ve gone about this, but I need your help.”

“My help?” Dennis questioned.

“There’s someone I must find,” Ezra spat. “I need you to take me there.”

“Where? Who? Foo?” Dennis asked, still shaking and thinking back to what Ezra had told him earlier.

“Does it matter?” Ezra laughed scornfully. “What will you be leaving behind?”

“I can’t just walk away from my job,” Dennis reasoned.

“Fine,” Ezra snorted. “Throw me out that window. I’ll find someone else. I’ll leave you here to your cleaning,” he sneered. “I’d hate to take you away from this.”

As uneasy as the toothpick made him, Dennis was smart enough to realize that Ezra was making a rather solid point. It would be no more pathetic to follow a toothpick somewhere than it would be to stay right where he was and wish for nothing more.

“Is it a certain city we’re going to?” Dennis asked.

“We’re?” Ezra growled.

“Do I need different clothes?”

“Do you have different clothes?” Ezra asked.

“Well, no.”

“Listen,” Ezra said irritably, hopping onto Dennis’s shoulder. “We’re going somewhere important. We are going to find the one who did this to me, and we are going to help him understand what he did. We are going to a place no map here knows of.”

“Like Asia?” Dennis asked without thinking.

“Is Asia on maps?” Ezra howled.

“Well, I—”

“Hello! Are you in or not?”

“Will we ever be back?” Dennis questioned.

“No.”

“I’ll never see this again?” Dennis asked, motioning to his surroundings.

“Why would you want to?”

“Will it be dangerous?”

“Ahh, yes,” Ezra smiled. “Very.”

A feeling unlike any he had ever experienced washed over Dennis—a warm, thick, smothering feeling. The sensation swirled around and tugged at his soul with a strong emotional undertow. He bobbed a bit where he stood, letting the sensation soak him entirely.

“Do you know what you’re doing? What if—” Dennis began to ask.

Ezra screamed at him. “What-ifs are worthless!” He threw his short, toothpick arms in the air. “You have no idea of what lies around you—this Reality and its lack of imagination! My world has already begun to seep in, thanks to those who have traveled back and forth to Foo.”

Ezra touched the wall and smiled an evil, cold smile.

Dennis might have wondered what the smile was for, but his wonder was interrupted by the building beginning to shake and wobble. Dennis could hear screams coming from outside his closet as the world jiggled. Cleaning supplies crashed in their metal drawer, exploding. Dennis could hear screaming through the window from the street down below. There was also a symphony of cars honking and careening into each other.

As the building continued to sway, Dennis looked out the window and saw the scenery moving. It was such an odd sensation that he had to hold onto his desk to remain standing.

The building of Snooker and Woe was moving—all twenty-four floors of it.

Its corners shifted in sync as the building literally “walked” across the street, blocking traffic and causing anyone within a mile’s radius to stare in wonder. The entire city seemed to shake and wobble. Pipes beneath the building stretched and burst. Water and sparks shot everywhere, making the scene wet and smoky. Most people ran for their lives while a few fainted and a few others drew closer to take pictures. The building hoisted itself over the curb and up into the empty lot where the briefcase had landed earlier. Once cleared of the street, the building stopped moving.

As it settled it let out a gigantic, “Ahhhhh!”

Everyone inside the building and out screamed and hollered as they tried to comprehend what had just happened. What it looked like was that one of their city’s skyscrapers had stood up, walked across the street, and sat down in a new spot.

“What happened?” Dennis asked breathlessly, backing up against the wall. “Did you do that?”

“You pathetic people and your lack of imaginations,” Ezra scowled. “Thanks to the gateway, there are traces of Foo everywhere. Now, are you in?”

Dennis looked out the window at his new view. He heard things still trying to settle, and he could see the world from a different angle. It made him hungry to see even more.

“Where to first?” Dennis asked.

“The gateway,” Ezra barked. “And hurry, you’ve already wasted too much time.”

“The gateway?” Dennis questioned.

“Just get us to the train station,” Ezra yelled. “I’ll fill you in on the way.”

Dennis stepped over the puddles of cleaning fluid that had leaked out onto the floor and moved into the hallway outside his closet.

“You might want to take the stairs,” Ezra commanded. “I’m not sure the elevator’s in the best shape.”

Dennis took the stairs, four at a time.
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“Twelve thousand, four hundred and sixty-two dollars,” the teller said. She was a pretty woman, with dark brown hair pulled tight up onto the top of her head and light green eyes that looked two-dimensional under the warm bank lights. “That’s a lot of money,” she smiled. “Good for you,” she added, patting Dennis’s hand.

“I’ve been saving for a while,” Dennis blushed.

“Would you like an escort out?” she asked. “It’s bank procedure to offer extra security to anyone making a large cash withdrawal.”

“I . . . well . . .”

“No,” Ezra whispered in his ear.

Ezra was tucked up behind the right side of the dark sunglasses Dennis was wearing.

“No,” Dennis said loudly.

“Okay,” she smiled. “Well, then, thank you for banking with Bindle County Bank.” The pretty teller reached across the counter and pressed a sticker onto Dennis’s chest. The sticker read: “I save a bundle banking at Bindle.”

Dennis smoothed the sticker as if it were a precious gift given to him by a treasured friend. “Thanks,” he said, feeling a little light-headed.

Ezra growled behind his ear. “Come on, lover boy. We don’t have all day.”

Dennis took his money and stuffed it into a small, red fanny pack he had purchased before coming into the bank.

“Outside,” Ezra ordered.

Dennis zipped the fanny pack and walked outside. For a man with twelve thousand dollars in his hands, he seemed to have extremely low self-esteem. He walked more like a man with empty pockets and a fistful of debt.

“Where now?” Dennis asked.

“We need to get to Germany.”

The thought was so absurd that Dennis hardly registered it. He stopped and scrunched his eyes and twitched his nose in an effort to compute what Ezra had just said.

“We need what?” he asked.

“We need to get to Germany,” Ezra huffed. “And fast. There’s a chance they haven’t arrived there yet.”

“Where? They?”

“Germany, you twit,” Ezra spit in a rage. “And by they, I mean the ones who put me in this condition.”

“Germany’s across the world,” Dennis whined. “And I don’t have a passport.”

“Well, then,” Ezra said soothingly. “Why don’t we just lie down here on the sidewalk and give up?” There was no soothing left in his voice. “I suppose the only people that ever go to Germany have passports.”

“It’s the law,” Dennis pointed out.

“There’s a new law,” Ezra snapped. “Mine. What’s the fastest way to get there?”

“Plane, I suppose,” Dennis answered. “We could fly to the coast, but we’ll need a passport to get across the ocean.”

“There are other ways,” Ezra insisted. “When you build one of your toy . . .”

“Models,” Dennis corrected.

Ezra rolled his one eye. “Whatever,” he grunted. “When you’re missing a piece, what do you do, give up?”

Dennis was silent.

“You give up?” Ezra asked with disgust. “Well, this is not one of your toys. We will make it to Germany despite how many times fate tries to stop us.”

“Fate?” Dennis asked.

If Ezra had had a tongue he would have stuck it out. “The power of Foo,” he mocked. “Well, I think it’s about time that I showed Geth what fate can do when placed in the right hands.”

Dennis did not have a good feeling about things. “We’re going to need some help,” he pointed out. “I mean, a toothpick and me?”

“Help!” Ezra yelled. “Now, who in this sorry realm would be able to help someone like us?”

Dennis didn’t answer.

iii

“And what business is that of yours?” Janet Frore asked Tim Tuttle, her eyes red from too much sleep and her skin white and pasty from too little sun. She was sitting on her ratty couch, wearing a nappy velvet red robe that was pulled together with a green rope of frayed material. Next to the couch was a large refrigerator that Janet had moved there shortly after she had lost her job at the post office. The refrigerator hummed softly as Tim shifted in the rough wicker chair Janet had reluctantly allowed him to have a seat in.

“We’re just concerned,” Tim said politely.

“You should waste your concern elsewhere,” Janet insisted. “The child is not right.”

“Excuse me?” Tim asked.

“Don’t you collect trash?” Janet asked.

“I work for the waste management—”

“And don’t you have your own kids?” she interrupted.

“Two boys, but I—”

“I’ll tell you what . . . ,” Janet slurred, smacking her dry lips. She interrupted her interruption to take a drink from the garden hose she had pulled in from the outside through a window. Water was cheaper than soda, and the hose allowed her to not have to move to quench her thirst.

Tim stared at her in disbelief as she shot water into her face. She looked like a bloated red fountain, water spraying in and out of her mouth.

Things got more than a little wet.

Tim jumped up and wiped some stray water from his face.

Janet kinked the hose. “Sit down!” she ordered.

Tim remained standing. He had had enough; besides, the seat he had been occupying was drenched. He thrust out his weak chin as far as possible to make it clear how determined he was.

“I’ll tell you what,” Janet continued. “Go raise those little boys of yours to be future trash collectors so that I can sleep comfortably, knowing my garbage will always be removed. And then, stay out of my business,” she barked.

Tim’s face burned red, not from embarrassment but from disgust. “Excuse me?” he said. “That is no way to talk.”

“Oh,” Janet jeered, “a man of principle.”

Tim had no idea what she meant by that.

“Listen,” Tim insisted, his mind racing. “I think the authorities need to get involved.”

There was a flash of panic in Janet’s eyes. The last thing she wanted was for more policemen to come snooping around, asking questions. Besides, Janet wanted to keep reaping the welfare benefits she received as a single mother.

“Hold on a moment,” she snapped. “There’s no reason for you to trouble yourself over the girl.”

“Winter,” Tim added, feeling that her name needed to be spoken.

“Whatever,” Janet waved. “Don’t get all panicked on me. She’ll show up. The only friends she had were you and that nosey wife of yours. Where’s she got to go?”

“My point exactly,” Tim said. “She could be in trouble.”

Janet snickered. “She’s not in trouble. She always promised she’d run away. She’s just keeping her word.”

Janet Frore was a gigantic horse’s behind. Sorry. It is unquestionably bad manners to talk poorly of others, but people like Janet make it hard to keep your words kind.

“I know she hoarded money,” Janet added, opening the refrigerator near her and hauling out a long stick of pepperoni. Janet gnawed off a big bite and did Tim the great disservice of talking with her mouth full. “She’ll come around when the money runs out,” she splattered. “Now, if you don’t mind, your large forehead is distracting.”

Tim could take a hint.
  

 

Chapter Fourteen

The Swollen Forest
 Before the Trees
 

The Swollen Forest was growing rapidly. Every day its borders expanded closer to the Sun River and the shores of the Veil Sea. If not for the Fissure Gorge blocking its way, it would have already overtaken Cork.

As big and beautiful as it could be, however, the Swollen Forest was not a good place. It was home to no cute elves or motherless deer that ran around smelling flowers with their rabbit friends. Likewise, you would never find a house made of candy there, or a young, naive, red-hooded girl skipping around with a basket. It was a dark, foreboding place, as unpleasant as a blind dentist informing you that all your fillings need to be dug out with a dull butter knife.

The Swollen Forest was home only to those who wished to stay hidden. Many a soul had wandered in and never wandered back out. The safest thing would be never to venture there, but if you did have to traverse it, your best strategy would be to travel fast. Travel through the Swollen Forest was best done with lighted torches and in company with a large group—or, better yet, encircled by a ring of palehi.

One of the things that made the journey so perilous was the dreams coming in from Reality. A dream would swoop in and latch onto any creature it could find. In that vulnerable moment, while frantically trying to manipulate and enhance the dream, the inhabitant of Foo might be pounced upon by any number of creatures, to be dragged off to be buried or sold or cleverly hidden for hundreds of years.

Albert had gone to Morfit as an agent of Cork. The tall nit operated one of the gatehouses on the edge of the land of Niteon and was concerned about the state of Foo and the conflicts that were raging. When the Lore Coil communicated that the gateway had been destroyed, it did not expressly say what had happened to Sabine or to Leven Thumps, the destroyer of the gateway. In an effort to learn the truth, Albert had gone to visit Morfit and was now on his way back to Niteon. To get there, he had to pass through the Swollen Forest, and he was understandably nervous. All he wanted was to get home and let someone else worry about Morfit’s problems.

Albert and his escorts were now about halfway through the dark forest. The palehi were running swiftly, and as he struggled to keep up, Albert was totally unaware that there was a living toothpick riding in the cuff of his pants.

They were all breathing hard, and their legs were tired. The palehi’s straggly hair was drenched with sweat and hung down over their eyes, making it hard for them to see clearly. So far the band of runners had successfully managed to avoid any incoming dreams, but fear of what might happen if they stopped kept them moving quickly.

Albert was especially short on breath, and he was gasping as he asked the lead palehi, “How much farther, Simon?”

“We are closing in on halfway,” Simon replied.

“Has the forest been quiet lately?” Albert asked.

Simon stared at Albert as if he were crazy.

“What I mean is, have there been any new . . . problems?” Albert clarified, his lungs burning. “Those Lore Coils can wreak havoc on normalcy.”

Simon didn’t answer immediately, but finally he said a single word: “Jamoon.”

“Jamoon?” Albert asked.

“He has new power.”

“Power?” Albert gasped, stumbling over a large boulder and struggling to keep up. “What kind of power?”

Simon wasn’t exactly a great communicator, and Albert had difficulty making sense of his reply.

“Shadowy nihils surround him, and their bite can rot the mind. He is searching for those who slipped through, and his birds have a powerful effect on those who do not have the right answers. Some of his victims have been found wandering without purpose, looking for shade dark enough to hide them forever.”

“I say,” Albert panted, wiping sweat from his eyes.

“The Lore Coil spoke of Sabine,” Simon added.

Albert shivered. Hanging on to keep from being bounced out of Albert’s pant cuff, Geth put his small hand to his ear.

“You think Sabine has something to do with this?” Albert asked.

“Perhaps with the nihils. But Jamoon, they say, is acting under the influence of something unknown, much as Sabine was. Regardless, Jamoon will find Geth or destroy Foo trying,” Simon said. “Everything up is down. The poison of Jamoon and Morfit is too strong to ignore.”

Simon shivered, turned his head from Albert, and picked up the pace. Albert struggled to keep up, while Geth strained to hear over the sound of running feet on the forest floor.

“Morfit is gigantic,” Albert said. “There are more regrets than ever. And all sorts of beings walking around with silly looks and concerns upon their faces.”

“Go back to Niteon and forget,” Simon said. “Cork is blessed not to know how tainted the rest of Foo has become.”

Running at a smooth, even pace, Simon was still talking in riddles. “I’ll tell you this,” he said, “the Children of the Sewn can’t frame the darkness fast enough. Their walls are filled with dark images—so much gray. Many in Foo won’t step out of their homes for fear the Ring of Plague will steal their gifts.”

Albert’s ears burned at the mention of stolen gifts. Simon also had Geth’s attention.

“Stealing gifts?” Albert sputtered, his breathing and stride both uneven. “Impossible.”

“Believe as you will,” Simon said indifferently.

“But what about—” Albert started to say.

“Watch out!” Simon yelled, throwing out an arm to stop Albert.

Simon’s warning was too late. A thick, yellow dream rose up through the floor of the forest and trapped Albert, flowing up around him like a glass tube. Albert looked out at Simon, but the lead palehi was unable to help him. All that he and the rest of the palehi could do was surround Albert and the dream he was caught in and wait.

Albert frantically worked with the vision. It was a long, detailed dream that belonged to a math professor back in Reality. The professor was consumed with a certain complex problem and was dreaming about a possible solution. Albert tried to manipulate the details of the dream to resolve the man’s frustration so that he could simply take a deep breath and awake refreshed, but the dream was too intense and long.

In the darkness of the surrounding forest a low moaning and clicking noise sounded. Absorbed in the dream, Albert couldn’t hear it, but the palehi could, and they glanced about wildly.

The sound grew louder.

“Sarus!” one of the palehi yelled. “Sarus!”

The palehi began to tremble and run in place.

“Stay!” Simon commanded. “He will pay. He will pay!”

“Payment means nothing if we are suffering in a gaze!” another palehi yelled, bolting off into the trees. His departure was like a bullet from a starting pistol at a marathon. Except for Simon, all the palehi raced after him. Only Simon remained, standing there staring at Albert stuck in the dream.

Albert could see the palehi fleeing, but the dream he was working in would not end. He began manipulating things in such a way that the professor having the dream would be confused and wake up. Albert threw in a vision of a clown, a little red wagon, the professor’s first-grade teacher, and a scene played by garbage men. In Reality, the professor tossed and turned as the unrelated and implausible images filled his mind. But he was tenacious and didn’t give up.

The moaning and clicking grew louder. Now, even Simon was panicked. He turned toward the moaning sound, then back at Albert.

“Sorry,” he mouthed. “I can’t take sides.”

Simon turned and ran as fast as he could in the opposite direction, leaving Albert on his own.

Of course, Albert wasn’t completely alone. Geth stood tall in the cuff of Albert’s pants, peering out, curious what the outcome of this would be. He could feel Albert thrashing about, frantically trying to put to bed the dream he was working on. Geth could also clearly hear the sound of what was coming in the woods. He knew the noise, and he knew the sarus were at hand. He wasn’t at all surprised that the palehi had fled.

The thunderous clicking was deafening now, and Albert was sweating, madly moving things around in the dream. In desperation, he threw in a vision of the professor’s ex-wife, and the terrified professor awoke instantly, ending the dream.

Albert was free, but it was too late.
  

Chapter Fifteen

Icy Reception
 

There are lots of wonderful places that most of us might like to visit someday. The beaches of Costa del Sol seem like a good place to go. Maybe you’d like to see the Grand Canyon or the pyramids of Egypt or the world’s biggest ball of yarn.

Then, there are the places you would rather not go—a tax collectors’ convention, a sewage treatment plant, or maybe the home of someone who keeps spiders as pets and insists on taking them out of their cages and making you hold them.

You could also add the ice caves in the Mediania Mountains of Foo to that list of undesirable destinations.

At the moment, those ice caves were home to Winter Frore, who was being held captive there, encased in an icy coffin. After Geth had escaped, the room had gradually grown smaller until Winter was lying on her back, not even able to lie entirely flat, and her whole body was screaming out in pain.

Winter’s stomach growled. Her throat was parched, and her body was running out of energy. She had no idea how long Geth had been gone or if it was morning or night. She missed Leven and Clover and Amelia and Geth. She wanted desperately for Leven to appear and tell her everything was going to be all right.

Winter didn’t know how much longer she could last. In her cramped condition, she felt like a seed that desperately wanted to grow but was wrapped in cellophane.

She was also confused. When she had stepped back into Foo, her head had begun to fill with memories and images of the life she had known before going to Reality. Now, however, those memories were beginning to fade. They were like a wave that had pushed onto shore, but the ocean was now receding. All she could clearly remember was her life in Reality. She also remembered Leven, but what they were fighting for was fuzzy. If they had some cause, she could not remember what it was.

“Hello?” she hollered out in a panic, as if she might forget who she was if she didn’t act quickly. “Hello!”

Through the narrow slits in her mask, she stared at the icy ceiling above her.

“Please, Jamoon,” she yelled. “I’m ready to talk.”

There was no reply.

“Please!”

A loud click sounded, followed by the creaking of breaking ice. The ceiling and walls began to slowly move outward.

Winter’s heart beat with hope.

After a few moments, Winter actually had enough room to stretch out. Her legs and back and neck rejoiced in the movement. There was some ferocious tingling as her blood rushed back into veins and muscles, but the pain was almost glorious.

The ice continued to groan and creak, and in a few minutes the room was back to the size it had once been.

A tall, narrow door opened, revealing a short rant standing in the doorway. He wore a dark blue cloak and a hood that covered everything but his right eye. Winter could tell from his height that he was not Jamoon. She couldn’t see all of him at once because of her mask, but she could see from his stance that his left side was that of a model. Somewhere in Reality some young girl was dreaming of becoming a runway model.

“If you freeze me, we will draw the walls in even tighter,” the rant warned her.

“I won’t freeze you,” Winter promised.

“Follow me,” he commanded. “But remember there are eyes watching.”

Winter tried to roll over and stand, but the shroud held her down, and she was too weak.

“I can’t get up,” she said. “My legs . . .”

The rant grunted irritably. He stepped into the room and lifted the shroud off Winter but left the hood in place and her hands tied. He took hold of her left shoulder with his right hand in a grip so strong that Winter feared he might break her collarbone. But despite the pain, she kept quiet, not willing to acknowledge his strength.

He yanked her to her feet, and she wobbled like a newborn colt. Her right leg was okay, but her left one gave out, and she found herself back on the floor.

“Is this a trick?” the rant barked.

“I can’t walk,” Winter insisted. “My legs have been cramped up.”

The rant seized her by the shoulder again and hauled her up. “Prisoners like you are more trouble than they’re worth,” he growled.

“I’m . . .”

“Sorry,” he finished for her. “Very sorry, indeed. I know all about you, nit. And a weak apology is not going to make right all the trouble you’ve caused. Jamoon will finish Sabine’s work, and you will be nothing but a memory a few misguided souls will be forced to recall.”

Winter held her tongue. She was not used to rants talking so boldly to her. Despite her loss of memory, she knew that in the social order of Foo, rants certainly had no place talking down to nits. Rants were of less importance than cogs, and cogs were looked down upon by most nits. The only reason rants were so loyal to Sabine was that they were weak and easy to control. It always baffled Winter that not a single rant could see the truth—the truth being that a merger of Foo with Reality would be an end to every rant. In Reality their dream-halves would die and they would cease to exist. Sabine had filled their heads with the lie that their bodies would be restored.

“What’s my motivation for this photo shoot?” the model half of the rant asked. “Be quiet,” its other side ordered.

It was difficult, but Winter followed the rant down an icy hallway. The hood obscured her vision, and she felt pain with each step. But there was also a better range of motion and movement for her legs and arms, and as they went along, she tried to see and memorize as much as she could of the layout of the caves.

There were portraits on the frozen walls—some beautiful, some ugly—all of them coated with patterns of frost. They passed a picture of a man standing over something, a jagged metal sword in his hand. Winter looked away. The floor was also frozen, and there were no windows anywhere.

The hallway made a turn, and Winter slipped on the uneven floor. With her hands still bound, she had no way to stop herself from falling.

“Get up,” the rant ordered.

Winter tried to stand but lost her footing again.

“I think I hurt my shoulder when—”

The rant grabbed her by the sore shoulder and pulled her up with one quick jerk. Winter saw stars.

“In here,” the rant directed, pushing Winter through a low doorway into a warm room.

Through the slits of her mask, Winter could see Jamoon seated behind a large wooden desk at the far end of the room. There was a fire humming in the fireplace behind him, and the floor was covered with thick, furry animal hides.

Jamoon looked up, his right eye glaring at Winter.

“She said she wants to talk,” the rant informed Jamoon.

“Good,” Jamoon replied, laying aside a thick scroll he had been looking at. “It doesn’t take long for the ice rooms to break a soul.”

Winter commanded her mind to stop being so jumpy and confused, but it only halfway obeyed. The rant pushed her farther into the room, hurting her sore shoulder again.

Winter winced and couldn’t help whimpering.

“The lighting in here is awful,” the model half of the rant complained. “If I come off looking pale . . .”

“Leave us!” Jamoon ordered, annoyed.

The rant bowed and backed out of the room, his model half whining about the shoes she was forced to wear.

Jamoon stepped over to Winter and lifted his hand toward her.

“Get away from me,” Winter demanded, shrinking from his touch.

Jamoon ignored her and unhooked her hood, pulling it off to expose Winter’s head.

Winter looked around. The room was filled with heavy pieces of furniture, and its walls were mossy. The fireplace and mantel were large and ornate, and thick patches of black nihils clung to the ceiling, fluttering like bats.

“Why am I here?” Winter challenged. A long strand of her blonde hair stuck to her lip, and she spat it out.

“Winter,” Jamoon said, walking around her. “You don’t look like the Winter I used to know. Do you remember me?”

“I know you’re Jamoon,” Winter answered.

“And?”

“That’s all I can remember,” Winter replied honestly. “My visions of Foo are fading. I can only remember Reality.”

Winter felt odd being so truthful, but she couldn’t see any advantage in creating lies. She had lived such a solitary existence in Reality—few friends and only the coldest communication from her fake mother, Janet.

Jamoon stepped closer to Winter and leaned down so that his mouth was only inches away from her face. She could smell the bad breath coming from whoever was currently occupying his left side.

“You remember nothing of the . . . plan?” he whispered, withdrawing just a bit.

The dead nihils on the ceiling screeched.

“Plan?” Winter whispered back, feeling as if discretion were needed.

She could see only Jamoon’s right eye, but he used that eye to stare deeply into both of hers. He was looking for something, but Winter’s green eyes were too hard to read.

“Morfit holds the answer for you,” Jamoon growled softly.

Jamoon straightened. His right side was under control, but the left side of his body flailed about wildly. Somewhere in Reality, someone was beginning a new dream. There was a sucking noise, like a big wad of wet clay being expelled from a glass tube. The noise was followed by deep breathing, and Jamoon’s left side collapsed beneath his robe. He now looked like half a person standing on just one leg with a deflated left half. He hopped over and sat down behind his wooden desk.

Winter tried hard not to stare.

There was a faint croaking sound, and Winter made the assumption that half of Jamoon was a frog at the moment. She was glad he was robed; the uneven matchup would have been almost impossible not to laugh at.

Jamoon leaned back in his furry chair, trying hard to balance his unequal self. He now smelled wet and mossy. On his desk was a mug of hot liquid. He picked it up and took a sip.

“What of Morfit?” Winter asked.

“Morfit was necessary to the plan,” Jamoon said hoarsely.

“And I was a part of it?” Winter asked. “How could that be?”

“You don’t understand,” Jamoon snapped. He paused and lifted his right hand, pulling the hood of his cloak even tighter. Only his right eye showed. “We were in this together. You implemented it. Don’t you remember?”

The pain in Winter’s shoulder was mild compared to the sock in the gut she felt on hearing Jamoon’s words. “In this together?” she whispered. “How could that be? Who am I?”

There was a sharp knock on the door, and Jamoon quickly stood. The wide wooden door opened, and a hooded messenger announced, “The Sochemists have sent word.”

Jamoon glanced at Winter. With his right hand he quickly pulled her mask back over her head and sealed it.

“I have a few things I need to take care of in Morfit,” he said. “You’ll be returned to your cell.”

Winter stared as Jamoon left the room. “Who am I?” she whispered again.
  

Chapter Sixteen

Blackness Gathers
 

Berchtesgaden is a beautiful little German village filled with interesting locals whom tourists enjoy watching. There are quaint cobblestone streets lined with Alpine-style houses that, with their black exterior beams and white walls, look like life-sized cuckoo clocks. And as with cuckoo clocks, every so often a door or window opens and a German maiden steps out and waters blindingly red flowers in a flower box or enjoys a smoke from her pipe.

The buildings alone are a visual treasure, but add a lake of magical beauty right next to the village, and surround those uniquely green waters with an emerald forest towered over by spectacular, snowcapped mountains, and, well . . . there are not words to describe it. Poets have tried, but all have come short of capturing its true enchantment. The village of Berchtesgaden and the nearby lake called Konigsee are two of the greatest photo opportunities Mother Nature has ever put together.

But Mother Nature had to be a little concerned about what had been happening lately in the picturesque setting. It had begun a couple of days before, when the locals had awakened to find hundreds of fish floating on the green surface of the Konigsee. The fish appeared to be dead, but when the townsfolk began to scoop them up, they realized that they were still alive. They were just limp and listless.

The lake water was tested, but there was no indication of conditions that would cause fish to suddenly give up swimming and decide to float on the surface. Besides, there were still plenty of fish swimming in normal fashion in the lake. The locals cleared the lake of those floating on top and continued on as if nothing were the matter.

But, the next morning, there were more floating fish.

The residents of the Konigsee area were baffled.

What they didn’t understand was that the mysterious underwater explosion that most of them hadn’t seen or heard had blasted Sabine into hundreds of bits. A lot of those bits had perished; others, still stunned from the blast, were alive but too sluggish to escape the mouths of hungry fish swimming by. To the fish, the residue of Sabine looked like nice little treats. But after ingesting particles of Sabine, the poor fish became despondent—so much so that they simply stopped swimming and floated to the top to await their deaths.

As those listless fish were being hoisted on board the boats, bits of Sabine oozed out of their mouths and slipped away.

All day and night long, tiny flecks of black worked their way out of the water and oozed on shore. Some attached themselves to boats and rode up to the docks. Some clung to the outsides of fish being hauled out, and a few grabbed hold of any tourist who had the nerve to stick a finger in the water to see how cold it was. Each of the surviving bits migrated to a spot behind a weathered shed. There they waited until all had gathered.  

When the gathering was complete, the bits merged into a mass the size of a soccer ball. Moaning softly, it lay on the ground like a giant, black, pulsating amoeba.

Sabine was not finished.

He could feel his incompleteness. He was aware that the best of him—or, more appropriately, the worst of him—had been destroyed. But he sensed that a part of him had survived, not only in Reality but also in Foo. His plan to mesh the two realms had not been completely thwarted—not yet, anyway.

He would need some help. He could feel that somewhere in Reality there was something else from Foo—something or someone who had made it out of the gateway. Sabine willed his residue to form a shape that the wind and the elements could manipulate more easily, flattening out into a thin, black sail. He was but a shadow of his former self: His edges were tattered, his two thin arms were hard to control, and his face was nothing but a couple of eyes above a white, oozing slit, but it was a start.

Sabine moaned, and the wind scattered in fear. He hissed, and the ground trembled.

He was exultant. His dream was not yet over. There was an ocean to cross and someone he desperately needed to find.

He billowed, letting the wind lift him up and away toward the west. Riding a strong current, he sped along, hissing like a black bullet through the sky, heading directly toward America.
  

Chapter Seventeen

Bugged
 

Leven maneuvered between two exceptionally thick fantrum trees and jumped over a hole the size of his old twin bed. His breathing was hard and labored. Clover clung to his neck screaming about how much better the immediate situation would be had Leven actually listened to him and left the humming dirt alone. Now a handful of confusing secrets were tracking him.

“Sorry,” Leven said as he ran. “Do you think they’re still following us?”

“If any saw you, they are,” Clover replied sternly. “Secrets don’t give up.”

Leven scrambled up a small hill and ducked behind a pink bush that was shaped sort of like a squatty camel.

“I can’t run any farther,” Leven wheezed. “Let me catch my breath.”

Clover materialized on Leven’s head. He was shading his eyes with his hand, peering over the bush for any sign of what Leven had just dug up.

“You might be lucky,” Clover said, turning invisible again. “I’m not sure the big secret saw you.”

“I hope you’re—”

Leven stopped talking. There on his nose was another small burning secret. Before Leven knew what was happening, the secret made eye contact.

“I didn’t wash my hands before making that bread you’re eating,” the small secret admitted. The secret laughed joyfully and wiped its brow, looking relieved after having confessed. It then dimmed and took off running away from Leven and Clover.

Leven ducked farther behind the bush, hoping no other secrets could see him.

“What do we do?” he asked Clover.

“Stay hidden.”

“The secrets don’t seem very dangerous,” Leven pointed out.

“That’s exactly what they want you to think,” Clover explained. “They’re trying to lull you into a false sense of security so that when the real secret catches up to you, you won’t run away.”

“How many little ones are—?”

The bush they were behind began to shake. Leven stared at it. The bush then spit, hunched its back, and walked off, looking more like a camel, and leaving Leven and Clover crouching there exposed.

“I thought that was a bush,” Leven said, moving to hide behind some trees.

“It is,” Clover said. “Our bushes, like our clouds, have a tendency to become what you imagine them to be. You must have thought that looked like a camel.”

“I did.”

“Well, then, it’s your fault it walked off,” Clover said. “It’s probably looking for water.”

A loud, deep scream pierced the sky from behind them. Leven turned to face the noise.

“I don’t think I like this forest,” Leven complained.

“Shhhh,” Clover whispered.

The screaming sounded again.

“What is it?” Leven asked.

Clover let just his hands become visible. Both hands opened and spread.

“I have no idea, but I think it’s wise to run from screaming things. It could just be a tree or rock, trying to trick us into helping. Then when we get there, whack.” Clover smacked both his hands together.

There was another long scream, followed by the sound of moaning and a clicking noise. Leven could think of few things he would enjoy more than turning and getting away from the sound, but he couldn’t just leave someone in danger. Despite what he knew was right, he was still a little surprised to find himself actually running toward the noise.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Clover said, hanging onto Leven’s neck.

“So do I,” Leven replied.

The screams sounded desperate. There were hollow pockets of noise around each, like feedback from a hot microphone.

Leven plowed through a patch of shrubs, searching for the source of the cries. In the distance he saw a man hovering a few inches above the ground, seemingly caught in a large shaft of light. Surrounding the shaft of light was a thick swarm of millions of flying bugs. The bugs surrounded the man like a gigantic cloud of dirty exhaust. Several palehi were shrieking and running in various directions off into the woods.

“That’s Albert Welch,” Clover hollered into Leven’s ear. “I know his mother’s sycophant quite well. We used to go—”

“That’s great,” Leven interrupted. “What’s he doing?”

“A dream has him,” Clover yelled. “When the dream fades, the sarus will take him captive.”

Leven had no idea what was happening, but he found himself unable to stand still. He picked up a large, dead tree limb. As he gripped the end of it, the bark seemed to mold around his fist.

“What are you doing?” Clover asked.

“I’m not sure,” Leven answered.

Leven held the stick above his head and ran toward the shaft of light and the circling cloud of insects. Before he could reach the man, the dream apparently ended and the shaft of light dissolved, leaving Albert free to be attacked.

Being a nit, Albert was blessed with the gift to be able to see below the surface. He fell to his knees and pressed his face into the soil, looking for any cave or underground spot where he could hide and be protected. His gift did him little good. The sarus swarmed beneath him and began to lift him off the ground.

Leven hollered and shouted. He waved his stick and swatted at the cloud of sarus. The sarus dropped Albert and turned all their attention to Leven.

The sarus clicked and moaned even louder as they turned. Leven waved his stick at them and tumbled onto his back. The tiny, buglike animals buzzed in chaotic victory. They poured down upon Leven like a thick wave of fleshy pebbles, clicking and moaning.

Flapping their dusty wings in unison, the bugs crawled up under Leven’s shirt and penetrated his nose and ears. Leven was instantly unrecognizable. In only a moment, the swarming sarus covered him completely and were piling on top of each other, causing Leven to look like a lumpy green mummy.

Then the biting began.

The sarus bit down on any spot they could find. Their dull teeth pinched Leven like tightly wired clothespins. When Leven screamed, the sarus entered his mouth, muffled his cry, and streamed like beads down Leven’s throat and into his lungs.

He began retching and choking, spitting out sarus by the hundreds. He could feel their tiny mouths clamping down on his hair and his clothes and on any exposed skin. The pain was intense, but Leven didn’t dare open his mouth to holler again.

With a hold on him, the sarus began to lift Leven from the ground. Their wings beating in a whir, the sarus climbed into the air, carrying Leven back toward the shelter of the forest. Leven kicked and struggled, but the sarus had him and were not about to let go.

ii

Albert quickly got to his feet and hid himself behind a bush that looked like a large rock. As he peered over the top of the bush, Albert felt something sharp jab him in the ankle. The stabbing sensation then moved up his right arm, and before he could swat away whatever it was, Albert saw a toothpick standing on his shoulder.

The toothpick cried, “Hold on, Leven!” and jumped from Albert’s shoulder, running after the swarm of sarus.

Albert rubbed his eyes. He bent over and picked up a handful of stones. From behind the bush, Albert began throwing the stones at the sarus. His sycophant, Delphinium, reappeared.

“What are you doing?” Delphinium screamed.

“Helping,” Albert argued.

“Well, knock it off,” Delphinium insisted. “How am I to keep you safe if you keep trying to help people?”

“Good point,” Albert said, dropping his stones and running for safety. “I’m far too important for this.”

iii

Geth followed the swarm as fast as he could. He gasped at the number of sarus covering Leven—there were millions. He knew fate would not be as kind to Leven here in Foo as it had been in Reality, but fate had helped Geth find Leven again. That had to be a good sign.

What wasn’t a good sign was that Geth could feel his feet and legs hardening, and the hardening was making it difficult to run.

Geth hopped onto a tree stump and gazed into the distance toward where Leven was now being levitated by the sarus higher and farther away. Geth whistled, just as a large single sarus was flying past him. The sarus immediately turned and attacked Geth, knocking him from the stump. The two of them rolled across the ground, Geth administering blows with his small sliver arms, and the sarus trying desperately to take a bite out of Geth. Finally, the sarus used its pincers to grab Geth’s toothpick head. The agitated bug then shot up into the air holding Geth. Geth twisted and tried to pull free, but the sarus wouldn’t have it, flying even faster and higher. Geth thrust the top of his sharpened head into the belly of the sarus, and the bug exploded in a puff of dust, leaving Geth alone in the sky.

Screaming like a teakettle venting its frustration, Geth tucked his arms in and dove directly toward Leven. He aimed for a fistful of sarus covering Leven’s right shoulder. Geth’s sharp head skewered three of them perfectly, and they were pulverized, evaporating in a puff of dust that drifted toward the ground. The sarus could be caught, or smashed, or stabbed, but they would always just turn to dust, which pollinated the other sarus and kept their kind multiplying by the hundreds.

Geth threw out his right arm and grabbed hold of Leven’s left shoulder. The sarus swarmed, and Geth began going at them with his legs and arms. They squealed like tiny winged pigs as he punctured one after another, each victim turning to dust.

Leven was struggling as hard as he could, swinging and kicking as he was lifted higher into the air. The sarus continued to fill his mouth. Gasping for breath, Leven retched and bucked wildly in the air.

A thick, dirty sarus buzzed in as Geth lost his grip and fell to the ground. Geth stood quickly and tilted his head toward the flapping menace. The sarus flew into the tip of Geth, cutting its wing and slapping down against the ground like a hand against water. Ten more flew down into Geth. He fought them off with the tip of his head and twisted, throwing himself onto the back of a particularly large one. The sarus he was straddling rocked and twisted upside down in an attempt to throw Geth. But Geth grabbed hold of the two thick strands of hair that grew out of the sarus’s head like antennas. Gripping them tightly, he was able to control the sarus he was now riding. He pulled the hairs back, and the sarus raced straight toward Leven. Hundreds of other sarus saw what was happening and swooped in to knock Geth off the back of their comrade. Geth wouldn’t have it, and by pulling and pushing the two hairs he maneuvered brilliantly around all the incoming sarus and back to Leven.

Geth flew around Leven’s head, down the length of his body, and beneath him as Leven floated in midair. There were very few exposed spots on Leven. The sarus had their mouths clamped down on his skin and clothing and were lifting and flying Leven as a team.

A huge sarus flew directly into Geth’s path, causing a miniature head-on collision. Geth flew off the back of the sarus he was on and shot down the length of Leven and up against Leven’s ankle, where he blew through some biting sarus and scratched up against the skin. The tip of his head twisted just a bit, and Geth became caught in Leven’s sock.

The sarus didn’t notice. They just shifted and continued to bite down on Leven, their wings beating, lifting him higher and higher.

The swarm finally began to descend into the forest and beneath the trees. There the sarus on Leven thinned just a bit, and he could see out of his right eye again. The air was dark and smelled of wet, musty wood.

As they descended farther, Leven was suddenly plunged into water. The swarm was lowering him into a huge vat that had been fashioned from the hollowed-out trunk of a very large tree. The water pushed up past his waist and chest. The sarus who had been biting onto his lower half released their hold and spread across the top of the water like a thick oil slick. It was nice to have them off him, but being lowered down into water was not exactly something that Leven liked. He was not a strong swimmer, as he had proven when it came time to dive to the gateway.

As Leven’s chin hit the water, the remaining sarus on him released their mouths. Leven bobbed almost softly in the sarus-covered water; he spat a few stray sarus from his mouth and wiped his brown eyes with his hands while dog-paddling to stay afloat. The entire watery surface was covered in millions of moss-looking sarus, dipping themselves in the water and washing the taste of Leven from their mouths.

Leven didn’t feel sorry for them in the least.

The vat was round and about twenty feet in diameter. Leven had no idea how deep it was, but he couldn’t feel the bottom. All around the vat were gigantic trees with thick trunks, many as big around as the vat he was in.

Very little light fell from above, due to the canopy of trees, but the rim of the vat glowed as if painted fluorescent. The glow was strong and lit up everything in the area. Leven had no idea what the sarus wanted from him or what he should do. He could see over the rim of the vat and into the trees. In front of a few trees were tall piles of thin sticks, stacked like teepees without material covering them.

Something poked Leven on the ankle, and he kicked frantically to defend himself. As he flailed in the water, the sarus moved back, creating a clear circle around him. Leven was making so much noise that he barely heard Geth whisper into his ear.

“Don’t say anything, but I’m right here.”

“G—” Leven stopped himself from saying Geth’s name, but nothing could have prevented his smile or held back the wave of relief Leven felt just knowing Geth was around. “How did you—?”

“Don’t let them know I’m here,” Geth whispered. “They have excellent hearing. You need to talk to them.”

“To the bugs?”

“Shhh,” Geth warned.

Leven could feel Geth slide back behind his right ear.

“Talk to them?” Leven said to himself, looking at the thick, fuzzy patches of sarus that covered every bit of water except for the small circle around him.

Leven cleared his throat.

“Hello?” he called out.

The sarus seemed to collectively shiver in the water.

“Who are you?” Leven asked.

They were silent. In fact, the entire forest seemed silent. Leven had not seen too terribly much of Foo, but so far what he had seen had either been deathly still or deathly loud. Leven wasn’t sure which he preferred.

“Where am I?”

The sarus vibrated, making the water shimmy. It took a second, but Leven began to realize that the vibration was actually sounding something out.

“We have you, Leven,” the water vibrated, sounding like a shaky train whistle with a deep echo. “The water has you.”

“Who’s we? And how do you know my name?” Leven asked.

“The sarus,” they vibrated. “We have you. That is enough.”

The vibration stopped, and in a couple of moments it was completely quiet again. Leven turned himself in the water. His head bobbed just a bit and water entered his mouth and nose. Leven blew out and looked over the rim of the vat and into the forest.

“What now?” Leven whispered to Geth. “Are they going to just leave me here?”

“Who are you talking to?” the sarus vibrated.

“No one,” Leven lied. “I was just thinking.”

“Thinking?” the sarus questioned. “You have nothing to think about. We have you, and you will remain here forever.”

“Forever?” Leven asked, slightly panicked.

“Not forever,” the water vibrated. “Eventually, the seed will swell and you will die.”

“Seed?” Leven asked.

“Your death will have purpose beyond the reward,” was their only reply, and as far as replies go it wasn’t terribly comforting.

“I don’t understand,” Leven said, scared.

“You are Leven?”

“Yes,” Leven answered hesitantly.

“Then Jamoon will reward us for your demise,” the sarus vibrated. “And this seed shall grow strong from your gifts.”

Leven’s legs and arms were growing tired from treading water. His thighs burned so badly he was surprised to look down and see that they weren’t actually on fire.

“I can’t swim forever,” Leven complained. “Can’t you just let me lie on the ground forever? I’ll hold the seed or whatever.”

The water vibrated madly. “We know what you nits are capable of if you lie on the ground.”

Leven thought of his Grandfather Hector. He had lain on the ground of Foo and eventually, thanks to his brain chemistry and his willpower, had convinced himself to disbelieve in Foo and return to Reality.

“The water is a constant reminder that you are still here,” the sarus buzzed. “No more questions.”

The sarus vibrated and began to lift off the water’s surface. They swarmed and moved out from over the water and above the piles of dry sticks stacked in front of the trees. They dropped onto the sticks, buzzing around them. The sticks began to click and rise, the sarus swarming on each piece of wood. Leven could see that the piles of wood were actually pieces hooked together. The sarus perched and clustered on the wood, standing it up and creating what looked to be a disjointed stick man that stood about five feet high. They walked stiffly toward the vat, clicking and spitting.

A fist-sized cluster of sarus zoomed through the air and swooped to the ground. They picked up a small object and flew over Leven’s head. They dropped the object, and Leven heard the tiny splash.

The sarus stick man bent over and picked up a long pole.

He . . . it . . . they . . . whatever . . . lifted the stick up above the vat and brought it down, whacking Leven on the head. It was so sudden and unexpected that Leven didn’t have time to react.

Leven saw stars swirling around his head, and his eyes were white with pain. He reached to the top of his head and felt the gigantic goose egg that was already beginning to grow.

“What was that?” Leven said loudly.

“They can’t answer you,” Geth whispered back, still behind Leven’s right ear. “They can only speak with the water. They probably didn’t mean to hit you; they’re just incredibly clumsy on their sticks.”

Geth was right. The stick came down toward Leven two more times, but it looked more like they were trying to knock something other than Leven with it. Eventually, after Leven had been smacked two more times and the sarus had thrown the pole down at least two dozen times, the stick connected with a notch in the rim of the vat. The second it connected there was a great whooshing sound as a massive, circular wood cover clamped shut over the top of the vat.

Leven and Geth were trapped.

With the cover closed, the vat resembled a giant wooden egg. The sarus danced clumsily around the container, hitting it with sticks. The sticks caused the water inside to swish and splash around.

“What do we do?” Leven asked Geth, swimming from the center of the vat to one of its sides.

Though the vat was closed, there was still enough fluorescent green light to make it perfectly clear just how doomed they were.

“This is interesting,” Geth said, sounding a bit less optimistic than he usually did.

“What’ll they do to us?” Leven asked.

“Nothing,” Geth answered. “We’re in a gaze. The sarus use them to nourish fantrum seeds. That was a seed they dropped in here. Eventually it will swell so large it will crush you and use your body and soul as nutrients. With your gifts you could help create a gigantic tree. When the seed cracks the gaze, it then drops down into the hole beneath, and a tree grows.” Geth moved from Leven’s right ear over to his left.

“Of course, we won’t last more than a couple of days in here,” he went on. “You’ll drown, and I’ll harden to the point of death long before the seed swells. It’s only a matter of days before I’m done.”

“If we do get out, do we have time to get you to the turrets?”

Geth was silent.

Leven wouldn’t have it. He found a small ridge where the top and bottom halves of the gaze met. It was enough of a ridge that he could hold on and not have to keep treading. Water continued to slosh as the sarus outside pounded the gaze.

“What are they doing?” Leven asked.

“Keeping the water moving,” Geth answered. “They don’t want you to forget you are experiencing this. They’ll stop in a moment, but they’ll come back and beat it at least once a day for as long as you live.”

“We have to find a way out,” Leven said with determination. “Where’s Winter?”

Geth considered telling Leven she was just fine, but he knew they needed to deal in truth, not lies. “They’ve captured her.”

“What?” Leven asked, losing his grip and splashing in the water. He grabbed the ridge again and steadied himself. “Who captured her?”

“Jamoon,” Geth said solemnly.

“And you just left her?” Leven accused Geth.

“I am no good to anyone if I don’t get to the turrets,” Geth explained softly.

“Clover!” Leven said, remembering his sycophant. “Clover can help get us out of here. Clover!” His voice sounded hollow in the closed vat.

There was no answer.

“Was he with you near the trail?” Geth asked.

Leven nodded, and Geth wiggled with the movement of his head.

“He would have known to stay quiet and get out,” Geth said, still trying to sound hopeful. “I’m sure he’s working from the outside right now, trying to get to us.”

The beating of the sticks against the gaze stopped. The sarus were done for the day. After the echoes of the beating faded it was shockingly quiet once again.

Leven began to search the gaze for any possible way out.

iv

There were a few things about Reality that Clover was beginning to miss—the casual pace of life being one of the biggest. It just seemed as if he’d had so much more free time in Reality. Leven’s entire life had been slow, and Clover had needed to do very little to keep up with him. But ever since the day Clover had revealed himself to Leven, it had been almost nonstop running and rescuing.

Clover missed his “me time.”

It used to be that he could watch Leven fall asleep and then spend the night out in Burnt Culvert, looking for rocks or interesting trash. He would always know that when he returned to the porch, Leven would still be there asleep. Now, however, it seemed that every time they turned around, something huge happened. Clover didn’t mind the adventure, but he was looking forward to the day when things would settle down a bit.

Today, unfortunately, was not that day.

Clover had tried to warn Leven against helping Albert, but Leven had too much hero in him to let Albert just stand there and be captured by the sarus. Now, thanks to Leven’s big heart, the sarus had him instead of Albert.

Clover shivered, clinging to a tree branch high above the gaze Leven was imprisoned in. He watched the sarus dance around the gaze, beating it with their sticks, making sure Leven was fully aware of the elements around him.

As the sarus stopped their beating and retreated from the gaze, they moved directly below Clover and began to abandon the sticks they were controlling. The sarus would vibrate, and the stick skeletons they were clinging to would rattle, slide out from under them, and click up against the ground in a pile. The thousands of sarus who had controlled each stick would then fly off into the forest to find other victims to keep in other gazes.

Clover watched quietly.

In a matter of minutes the sarus were all gone, and Clover was alone in the tree, looking at the still gaze below him.

He shivered again.

Clover was not a big fan of the sarus. Years before, when Antsel had been working his way through the forest to rescue a lithen who had been buried here, he had stumbled into a cloud of sarus.
 They had attacked Antsel, and Clover had tried to help fight them off. It was a silly thing for Clover to even try, seeing how Antsel’s gifts made him amply able to take care of himself. The sarus had swarmed Clover and forced their way into his mouth and nose and even into the void he had on the front of his robe. Fortunately, Antsel and Clover eventually got away. Clover was able to spit and blow the sarus from his mouth and nose, but it took him years to get all of them out of his void. In fact, the last one he had pulled out had been in Reality.

Clover shivered a third time.

He was not about to show himself to the little pests. They would certainly cram and hide themselves in his void so that every time he reached in to get something he would be attacked. So he stayed invisible and hidden until the time was right for him to rescue Leven.

The time now looked right.

Clover jumped down from the tree and onto the gaze. The giant vat swayed just a bit under his weight. Remaining invisible, he yelled, “Leven!”

There was no answer. Clover banged on the top of the gaze, but he couldn’t hear anything from inside. The gaze was too thick.

Clover crawled around on the rounded lid, looking for something that would open the vat. He had watched the sarus beat it closed, but now he couldn’t find a single notch or lever or crack to open the thing up.

“My little yolk,” Clover said sadly, knowing that Leven would not approve of the nickname, but using it anyway because he knew Leven couldn’t hear. “Hold on. I’ll get you out.”

Leven didn’t reply because Leven didn’t hear.

Something whispered from the nearby woods. Clover looked around nervously. The noise was thin and garbled, but it seemed to penetrate Clover’s skin, wrap around his bones, and shake him.

It was not a good feeling.

The whisper rustled again, and Clover knew that the secret Leven had accidentally let loose in the woods was still searching for them.

It was not a good secret. Clover could feel that in his bones.

Clover leapt from off the gaze and back up into the trees. He dug his feet into the bark of a tree and sprang through the air to a tree farther down the way. Then he stopped for a second to think.

“Yes,” he said to himself, having thought of a possible solution. “Of course, it could be dangerous.” Clover shrugged, as if the danger were something for someone else to worry about. He pushed off a branch and ran in great leaps toward the center of the Swollen Forest.

He had a burn to rescue, and a secret to save him from, and he could think of only one creature that might be able to help on both accounts.

“Why not?” Clover clicked. “He owes me.”
  

Chapter Eighteen

The Once-Perfect
 Balance of Foo
 

Clover found a particularly thick grove of fantrum trees. He climbed to the top of the tallest one and rested on its leafy crown. His ears fluttered. He reached into his void and pulled out what looked to be a small rock. That small rock was actually a duft, a unique object that came in very handy for locating something lost. The duft was white with a ring of red running around it. In the center of it was a small black smudge. Clover pressed one of his fingers into the smudge.

The duft began to purr. Clover used his finger and thumb to spread the small smudge around. Like clay, it moved and spread easily. Unlike clay, it purred and shivered.

Clover twisted the duft with both hands, and the duft quickly expanded to the size of a large dinner plate. Then Clover spat on the duft and rubbed the spit around with the hem of his robe. In a few moments the surface of the duft began to shine. Clover lifted it up so that it faced the square sun.

The purring intensified.

The duft began to glow and pulsate with what sounded like a strong heartbeat. Clover smiled, pulled it down into his lap, and looked at its glowing surface. With one of his fingers he began to draw on the shiny duft. He drew thick, bumpy horns on a long, bloated body. He drew large teeth and a gigantic, split, tonguelike tail. He drew deep, swirling eyes and stony, hoofed feet. Clover even sketched two little creatures hanging off the beast’s ears. When he was done drawing, the duft was still glowing slightly. Clover looked at the likeness and smiled again.

“Not bad,” he said to himself.

Clover folded the edges of the duft back into itself, covering the drawing he had just created and bringing the duft closer to its original form. Clover worked and massaged it until it was a ball again.

The purring died down, and slowly a thin, red line curled around the circumference of the duft, until it looked almost exactly how it had appeared when Clover had first pulled it out.

“Perfect,” Clover said. “Well, almost, just one last thing.”

He took his fingernail and scraped out the initials “c.e.” on the bottom of the duft. Holding the duft in his hand, Clover lifted his arm to the sky, swirled his wrist around a few times, and then threw the duft as hard as he could in an upward direction.

The duft whizzed through the air, flying up. It arched and began to turn back and over. For a moment it appeared as if it were losing speed, but suddenly it shot off over the Swollen Forest like a bullet.

Clover took off after it, jumping from tree to tree like a lemur trying to outrun a forest fire. The duft was traveling too fast to follow closely, but each time Clover thought he had lost it, the duft would circle back, show itself, and turn in a different direction.

Clover threw himself up against the crown of a thin, pink fantrum tree. The top of the tree bent forward under Clover’s weight, snapped back, and then violently sprang forward, catapulting Clover in the direction of the duft.

The purple sky lightened, causing the duft to be almost invisible. It would have been impossible to spot if not for the glowing red band spinning around it.

“Slow down,” Clover screamed as he hurtled through the air, the wind and his speed causing his cheeks to ripple. “Sloooow dooooown!!”

Thick flocks of Tea birds lofted up, under, and around Clover. Screeching, they scattered about him, bothered by someone other than themselves flying through the air. A few pecked at Clover as he flew by. Clover covered his eyes and tucked himself into a ball. He bowled through the birds, the force from the tree that had flung him propelling him farther still.

Clover was closing in on the duft. He stretched his fingers and reached out to grab hold of it. His grip didn’t slow the duft in the least. It simply dragged Clover up and through the air.

Clover screamed.

The duft changed course, pitching and spinning to the ground like a one-winged bird and taking Clover with it.

Clover let go and clutched a tree branch. He pushed off down toward the direction the duft had taken. The duft zipped out of sight, screaming as it neared its target.

Clover aimed for the noise.

Clover tore through the thick upper branches of tightly packed fantrum trees. He skidded down and around the trunks. He tried to grip anything that would slow him down, but his hands kept slipping off the bark. Clover slammed suddenly into the ground and rolled to a stop near a moss-covered boulder.

Clover shook his head and brushed the dirt out of the hair on his arms and legs. As usual, he wished someone other than himself had been there to witness what he had just been through.

The noise of wood snapping sounded from behind.

Clover disappeared, letting his eyes alone materialize. He glanced toward the noise.

“Hello?” Clover whispered.

Another branch snapped.

Clover backed up and scanned the area for the duft. The forest was dark, thanks to the thick trees. The only light came from the heavy blanket of kindle moss that covered most of the forest ground. It glowed lightly, giving the space beneath the tree canopy a cavelike feel. Clover spotted the small band of red shining a few yards away.

“There you are,” he said happily, forgetting the noise he had just heard. “I know you only work once,” Clover continued, moving toward the duft, “but I’d like to keep you for my scrapbook.”

Clover reached the duft just as the red band dimmed to nothing. He bent down and touched the duft.

It was warm.

“So where is he?” Clover asked.

The duft just sat there on the ground. With only his eyes showing, Clover looked around, wondering if the duft hadn’t worked.

“You were supposed to lead me to a siid,” Clover sighed. “It’s pretty unprofessional of you not to do your job.” Clover leaned over and picked up the duft. “How can I be expected to—”

Something snorted right in front of Clover, startling him and spraying him with a coating of sticky goo. He couldn’t see the source of the snort, but he had his suspicions—a siid.

Clover could still remember Antsel’s eighth-grade oral report on the mysterious siids. Antsel had stood near the Education Trough
 in the classroom, dispensing words that filled the trough out of which the younger, less-educated students fed. Clover could see Antsel clearly in his head. He could see the words tumbling out of his mouth and into the trough:

“The siids were created to balance the weight of Foo,” Antsel had begun. “There were seven originally, all of them spread out over the entire realm of Foo. The siids also possess the power to kill, overriding the usual invulnerability of the inhabitants of Foo. Most of the time they remain hidden, happy to be ignored, but as their stomachs become empty, they are forced to leave their hiding places and devour, say, half a village, or an entire class of school students who are too engrossed in their studies to simply look up, scream, and run for their lives.”

Clover smiled, remembering how Antsel had paused at that point to create a greater dramatic effect. Antsel then continued:

“After years of siid problems, the citizens of Cusp decided they were tired of living in fear, so they captured a siid in an effort to restore peace. They bound the siid and imprisoned it on the edge of Cusp above the Veil Sea. Their thought was that other siids would see what they were capable of and leave them alone. What they didn’t understand, however, was that since the siids possessed the power to kill, they also had the power to die. They fed on villagers and other creatures because they needed to live. They also needed to be a certain size because their weight stabilized Foo.

“After being put on display, the siid they had captured eventually died of starvation, and its rotting body was dumped into the Veil Sea. The people of Cusp were amazed and empowered by what they had done. They had destroyed a siid.

“The other six siids were then sought for game. Two more were killed, and the remaining four went into hiding. Two are rumored to be living in the Swollen Forest, and the other two are thought to be somewhere in the mountains above Fté. Together they help Foo maintain some balance. It’s not unusual to feel Foo move when one of the siids is up and wandering about.”

Clover was still proud of the A grade Antsel had gotten on his report.

Another snort sounded. It drew Clover out of his thoughts about Antsel. The snort also showered Clover with another wave of sticky spit. He stepped back a few inches and made his eyes disappear. He felt it was better to be heard and not seen.

“Easy,” Clover nervously said to the dark. “If you’re what I think you are, then I need you.”

Another snort. Another torrential wave of goo.

“A warning would be nice,” Clover tisked, wiping thick saliva from his face. “Or perhaps you could turn your head when you do that.”

Another snort.

The space was dark, without kindle moss or light of any kind. And then the siid opened its glowing eyes.

Clover half wished for the dark again. The beast stepped out of the gloom, looking very much like a gigantic version of the drawing Clover had sketched. The siid lunged at Clover, its heavy hooves tearing at the ground and sending a shower of dirt flying. Clover was invisible, but the siid could smell him. The beast opened its gigantic mouth and clamped its jaw shut over Clover, trapping him inside its mouth.

Clover relaxed and, acting on instinct, began to rub himself against the siid’s rough tongue, giving the siid a good taste of what it had inside. Clover knew that the siids learned by licking; he only hoped the beast would remember him. Or at least recognize that he was a sycophant and not digestible.

The giant siid flung its head and rolled Clover around in its mouth. The creature then drew its snout in like an accordion and thrust it back out, shooting Clover from its mouth to roll into the dirt.

The siid roared.

Clover stood and became visible again. He wiped at some of the wet slime on his fur and looked up at the siid.

“I’m glad you remember me,” Clover said.

The siid roared again, communicating with Clover its unhappiness at being disturbed. Two small creatures dangled from the siid’s ears. They were called waxels; all the siids had them. The waxels hung off the siids’ ears, cleaning the beasts and arguing with one another. At the moment the two waxels were arguing about how impolite and disgusting Tea birds could be.

Clover ignored the waxels; he had come for the siid. He also knew that the siids liked motion.

“Sorry to bother you,” Clover said, swaying to make his point. “But I have some friends who are dying, and you seemed like the only hope to save them.”

To appease the beast further, Clover shook his right leg and shimmied a bit.

The siid roared a third time, giving Clover the go-ahead to climb aboard, and the little sycophant didn’t hesitate.
  

Chapter Nineteen

Aisle Seats Are Better
 

Desperate times call for desperate measures. That’s a saying, or a bit of advice, or a catchphrase, or a string of words used to confuse people less intelligent than you. In any case, it means: Life is tough, so you’d better fight hard—or something like that.

Dennis Wood had never been more confused in his entire life, and he had no idea how to fight hard. At the moment he could barely breathe. He was thirty-two thousand feet above the earth, flying toward New York. The plane ticket had cost him six hundred and twenty-five dollars.

Dennis had never flown before. He had built thousands of toy planes and had often imagined himself swooping through the air, shooting enemies and destroying anything in his path. But playing with model airplanes was a far cry from riding in the real thing.

Ezra was hiding out in Dennis’s fanny pack. It was hard for the aggressive toothpick to remain quiet. It was not in Ezra’s personality to stay hidden away. He had bitten Dennis’s fingers each time Dennis had unzipped the pocket to check on him. Ezra was a pain, but considering that what he really wanted was to scream at the passengers and poke the pilots, he was actually behaving halfway decently.

Dennis looked out the window and took stock of his life. He could see nothing but the top of the airplane’s right wing surrounded by white clouds, and he wondered what had caused him to do something so out of character. He had withdrawn his life savings, quit his job, and here he was traveling across the world—all under the direction of a toothpick he had found in his sandwich.

When he thought about it that way, he felt even more thickheaded than usual, and he was suddenly glad his father and mother had died years before. He knew they would have been beyond disappointed with what he had become and what he was doing now.

Dennis glanced out the window again and gasped. He rubbed his eyes in astonishment. Emerging from the white clouds and keeping pace with the plane was an inky-black shadow that in some strange way looked like a man. The billowing form had long, thin arms and a pair of white eyes that were turned on Dennis, staring at him intently. At first the shadow was floating on the wind, but then it settled on top of the wing, spreading itself out like a puddle of black paint.

Dennis blinked and pressed his face to the window. When the blackness suddenly rippled up against the window, Dennis gasped and reared back, leaning into the man sitting next to him. The man had previously been drinking and was now sound asleep.

“Excuse me,” Dennis said, shaking the man’s shoulder.

The man grunted and opened his eyes.

“Do you see that?” Dennis asked, wide-eyed, pointing at the window.

Sleepily, the man leaned across Dennis to look where he was pointing. Just then the black form swirled into a ball and pressed its white eyes up against Dennis’s window. The large man shrieked in terror and recoiled, attracting the attention of all the other passengers.

A flight attendant came quickly to his seat. “Sir,” she said sternly, “you will need to calm—”

“Look!” he slurred, gesturing toward the window.

The flight attendant looked, but there was nothing but white clouds.

“What is it?” she asked.

“There was something black,” he spit. “This guy saw it too.”

Dennis just sat there like a post, staring straight ahead. He didn’t shake his head or nod in any fashion.

“Listen,” the flight attendant reprimanded the agitated man, “you are making the other passengers uneasy. Any more outbursts from you, and you will be arrested at landing.”

“But . . .”

She let her eyes show him how serious she was. His hand trembling, the large man reached for what was left of his drink and finished it off in one swallow, then laid his head back on his seat, eyes wide open, and breathed heavily.

Nervously, Dennis glanced back out the window. There was nothing but the top of the wing and clouds.
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Sabine moved along the bottom of the wing, fighting the slipstream of air, searching for an opening to get in. He could feel that whatever had been touched by Foo was inside this plane. He hissed, the sound mingling with the rush of air under the wing. “In,” he whispered violently. “In.”

On the back edge of the wings there was a tiny seam between the wing and one of its flaps. Sabine arranged himself into a long, black thread. He pushed through the small seam and, like fishing line being reeled in, coiled up into the plane. He threaded himself through the wing. He found a pinpoint of room next to some wires leading into the fuselage of the plane and moved himself into the inner body of the 747.

“In,” he whispered. “I’m in.”

Sabine slipped in under the service quarter door and traced the lighting track that ran along the carpeted aisle of the plane. The front end of him glowed white with two small eyes. The rest of him was as black and thin as the devil’s dental floss. Sabine hated that he was no longer the person he had once been, but his ability to change shape to suit his need was a half-decent consolation prize.

He inched across the floor, letting himself feel where to go. He still didn’t know exactly who he was after, but he could sense that what he was looking for was here. Someone on the plane had been touched by Foo.

Sabine twisted around the ankles of a tall, skinny woman with short hair. She was not it. He swirled around the ankles of the man next to her. Not only was he not it, but he needed to change his socks.

One by one, Sabine made his way around the ankles of everyone there.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Something.

Sabine wrapped himself around the ankles of a pale man with ugly shoes in row seventeen. It was clear that this man had not been to Foo, but he possessed something that had.

Sabine’s whole stringlike being crackled, causing at least two passengers to glance around as if they had heard something. Sabine slithered up Dennis’s leg and along the tightly buckled seat belt. Dennis, still looking intently out the window, was unaware of what was happening right in his lap.

Sabine pulled the toggle back with his tiny mouth and slithered into the fanny pack. To anyone looking on it would appear that there was simply a very long black string hanging out of Dennis’s fanny pack. Sabine could see Ezra lying there on a big wad of money. Ezra turned.

As quickly as a snake’s tongue, Sabine shot out and around Ezra, wrapping himself tightly around the toothpick. Ezra tried to fight back, but Sabine had him sewn up. He cautiously pulled at Ezra, slipping him out of the fanny pack and pulling him down the carpeted aisle. Ezra clawed at the carpet and tried to fight back. It was no use; Sabine carefully dragged him all the way to the rear of the plane. There he pulled Ezra under the service door and into the service area. Sabine drew in his long string to create a more sinister and ghostlike shape. He hissed, staring intently at Ezra as he clenched him in his thin, shadowy hands.

“You’ve been to Foo,” Sabine moaned.

Ezra couldn’t answer due to Sabine’s grip over his mouth.

“You,” Sabine hissed. “You.” He moved his shadowy fingers away from the top of Ezra.

“You’re a real brain,” Ezra spat. “You? You who?”

“Geth,” Sabine whispered in fear.

“Geth?” Ezra whispered back. “I’m not Geth,” he growled. “We are no longer one. He betrayed me.”

“Be still,” Sabine commanded, relaxing his grip just a bit.

The purple plastic fringe on Ezra’s top rippled. He blinked his one eye and then jumped up and began to stab Sabine. Sabine reached out, trying to get hold of Ezra, but the tiny toothpick was too quick. Ezra bounced off the walls of the plane, screaming threats about what he would do to Sabine. The purple fringe on top of Ezra was flailing wildly and created a zipping noise as he whizzed around the cabin. Sabine was too slow to catch Ezra. He thinned into a string again and shot toward the vent he had slipped through earlier.

“No, you don’t!” Ezra screamed.

He grabbed the end of Sabine as he tried to slip away. Sabine pulled and wiggled out of the service area and into the innards of the plane. He pushed out into the wing again and slithered out the same seam he had entered. Ezra was still holding tightly to the end of Sabine back in the plane.

The air outside the plane was violent and tore at Sabine, whipping him around like the loose string he was. The open air expanded Sabine’s form into a thick rope. Sabine flapped up against the wing, while inside, Ezra held onto the tail end of him, refusing to let go. Ezra was as angry as any toothpick had ever been, furious over the thin string of Sabine trying to get away.
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Dennis looked out of the window for the hundredth time. There was nothing but white clouds.

“You did see that?” he asked the drunken man, referencing the sight they had seen earlier.

“I see a lot of things,” he replied. “I don’t trust my eyes anymore.”

Dennis turned from the man and remembered Ezra. Surprised to find the pack unzipped, he reached in, half expecting his fingers to be bitten and half disappointed when it didn’t happen. Dennis sorted through the few objects in the fanny pack, searching for a spot of purple.

There was none.

Dennis leaned forward and looked down at his feet. No purple. He glanced around the plane, wondering where Ezra could be and if he should be nervous about his absence.

As he turned to look out the window, he saw something flapping around like a long black rope, the end of it glowing white.

Dennis screamed. He couldn’t help it. He had been holding it in, and like a bad bit of air it had popped out of his throat at the most inopportune time. His scream caused Mr. Drunk to scream, and Mr. Drunk’s scream set off the rest of the passengers as one by one they looked out the windows and realized that something quite concerning and out of the ordinary was going on.

Little did they know Sabine was just getting started.

Dennis wished he had taken a train.
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Tim Tuttle stared at Terry Graph in awe, but not in the good kind of awe. This was not like when you are fortunate enough to witness a huge meteor racing across the sky and slamming into the ground. Nor was this the kind of awe that hits when you are driving across the country and there on the side of the road you spot a restaurant in the shape of a hot dog. This was the kind of awe you feel when you realize you have the great misfortune of standing there right in front of the ugliest, most stubborn, most cold-hearted person on earth.

“So you don’t know where he is?” Tim asked.

“He’s not even my blood.”

“But—”

“But yourself,” Terry snipped. “That boy was forced upon us. He was lucky we had the generous spirit to put up with him for so long.”

As I mentioned, Tim was in awe.

“Addy,” Terry yelled back into the apartment. “Come tell this fool what that dumb boy did.”

Addy made her way to the door while Terry receded into the interior of the apartment.

Tim had been fortunate enough to pick up on the trail of Winter. After he had left Janet Frore’s house, he had considered all the possibilities of where Winter could have gone and had concluded that she had most likely traveled by bus. Besides hitchhiking, there was really no other way out of town.

Tim knew that if Winter had stayed around, she would have hidden out with him and his wife. They would have been happy to hide her. So, figuring that she must have fled the area, the bus seemed like the most likely mode of travel. Unfortunately, no one at the bus station was much help. One ticket lady seemed to remember selling a ticket to a minor, but she couldn’t remember where that ticket had been to. Tim had been discouraged until a couple who were getting off a bus overheard him asking questions and told him they remembered meeting a nice girl with blonde hair when they were leaving the week before. It was entirely fortuitous. The couple debated with each other for a moment before they agreed on the fact that she had been heading to Oklahoma to visit her grandmother.

“Sure it wasn’t Texas to see her grandfather?” the man said.

“Certain,” the woman answered.

Tim took the first bus he could get to Oklahoma. After asking a dozen bus station employees and four taxi drivers, Tim had been fortunate enough to find a cabdriver who remembered dropping Winter off at a school in Burnt Culvert, Oklahoma.

“Home of the Fighting Ashes,” he had said.

That same taxi driver took Tim to Sterling Thoughts Middle School. There Tim found hundreds of kids who were willing to tell him all about the strange girl who had come to their school and frozen its two biggest bullies. The children had even pointed out Brick and Glen, who now spent their lunch breaks standing against the wall, shaking like nervous Todd. The students then added a new depth to Tim’s search by informing him that Winter had run off with a strange kid with a white streak in his hair, a boy named Leven Thumps.

At the public library, Tim had not found a single Thumps in the phone book, but he did find a Thumps in the newspaper. It seemed that not too many days before, the home of one Terry and Addy Graph and their adopted son, Leven Thumps, had been frozen and destroyed, lifted into the air and dropped to the ground. It wasn’t too hard from there to find where Addy and Terry were now living.

Tim half wished he had never found them. They were awful people and reminded Tim a great deal of Janet Frore.

“Addy, tell him about that brat,” Terry demanded. They had never invited Tim in, so he just stood there on their doorstep.

Addy Graph stepped up. She was a large woman with a big forehead and messy hair. The apartment Terry and she were living in was a disaster. Tim couldn’t see the whole thing from the door, but what he could see was awful. It looked like something a trash dump might throw up if things like trash dumps were capable of having the flu. There were dishes and litter all over. Leven had always been the one to do the cleaning; in his absence, Addy and Terry did nothing.

“I’ll tell you what that selfish boy did,” Addy spat. “He picked up our house and smashed it into a million—”

“Billion!” Terry yelled from inside.

“ . . . a billion pieces,” Addy said. “My sister dies in childbirth and leaves me a burden like that? What’s this world coming to?”

“This isn’t the America my father fought for!” Terry yelled.

“So do you know where he went?” Tim asked.

“How would I know?” Addy barked. “If I knew where he was, I’d have him over my knee administering the punishment he has due.”

“I need to find him,” Tim added.

“Why’s that?” Terry asked, stepping back up to the door.

“I think he could be in trouble.”

“Trouble?” Terry snarled. “Trouble?”

Terry was beside himself. Not literally. This story would be that much more painful if there were two Terrys, able to stand next to each other and simultaneously curse Leven.

But Terry felt he had been cursed since the day Leven had been brought home from the hospital and he and his wife had been forced to take care of the kid. Leven had made Terry’s life miserable. Leven was always hanging around, eating their food, sitting on their furniture, and talking without being asked to. Life with Leven had been hard for Terry.

So imagine how surprised Terry had been to discover that with Leven gone, things were even worse.

Shortly after Leven had walked out, things had gotten weird. Addy had thrown a fit and insisted that Terry find work. She had also stolen Terry’s drinking money. And, as if a dry throat and the prospect of having to find a job weren’t bad enough, the tree outside had snuck up on Terry through the toilet.

Those now seemed like the good old days, seeing as how Terry had subsequently lost his entire house. It had been lifted up by the roots of the dead tree he had hacked down, frozen, and then dropped. The house had shattered against the earth, sounding like a million ceramic golf balls being dumped off the Empire State Building. In the end there was no chunk bigger than a stick of kindling left. That night Terry had stood there dumbfounded, confused, and scared. Sure, it wasn’t far from his normal state of dumbfounded, confused, and angry, but the fear sparked something in him. It twisted and turned until the fear was more of a burning hatred for the kid he had been forced to take in all those years before.

That trailer home had been all that Terry had. Yes, there was Addy, but Addy’s value was depreciating faster than the mobile home had been. Now Terry had nothing. The house had not even been insured.

The hatred grew.

As the hard, dark thoughts filled his head, Terry began to realize something. It was almost as if for the first time in his life he could see something he needed to accomplish. He could feel and think and spit nothing but hatred for Leven. The kid had to be somewhere. An ungrateful fourteen-year-old boy with no money can’t just disappear off the face of the earth.

That would be impossible.

“Last we heard, some church in Maine claims to have spotted the boy,” Terry spat. “I was going to call them, but I lost the number.”

“Maine?” Tim asked excitedly.

“It’s in Canada someplace,” Terry snipped.

Tim didn’t correct him. “Thanks,” he said. “If I find him, I’ll let you know.”

“Oh, goody,” Terry slurred. “Did you hear that, Addy? He’ll let us know. Well, you better. I got a score to settle with that brat.”

Terry slammed the door, ending the conversation.
  

Chapter Twenty

Separated at Bite
 

It was so silent. Leven could hear himself breathing, but nothing else. He repositioned his hold on the narrow rim inside the vat. He and Geth had been soaking in the gaze for hours, and Leven had little or no doubt that his body could now out-wrinkle any raisin around. His entire being felt like a massive bruise.

“We’ve got to get out,” Leven urged.

“Only the seed can set us free,” Geth said solemnly. “They build each gaze as an intricate puzzle. A series of blows with wood in certain spots closes the gaze. And only the growth of the seed opens it back up.”

“So this is it?” Leven asked. “We’re done for?”

“We’ll see what fate has in mind,” Geth said.

“Maybe Winter will come for us,” Leven suggested, more to himself than anyone else.

“Actually,” Geth said, “Winter has her own problems. By the time she might find us it will be too late.”

“What about Amelia?”

Geth was silent.

“She’s trapped too?” Leven asked.

Geth was still silent. “I’m afraid she was caught in the gunt,” he finally answered, knowing Leven deserved to know. “Winter tried to save her, but it was no use.”

“She’s dead?” Leven asked sadly.

His eyes burned momentarily and then cooled.

“Are you sure?” Leven added.

“I’m sorry.”

Leven had barely known his Grandmother Amelia, but she had been his only real family. He had nobody else, and the knowledge that he was the single remaining Thumps was as painful as learning of Amelia’s passing.

“She was so kind,” Leven whispered.

“And important to Foo,” Geth added.

Leven hated the rovens. He hated everything that was happening. He hated the selfish and dark dreams of Reality that had helped give beings like Sabine power. Leven wiped water from his eyes.

Geth patted Leven on the shoulder.

“I want to get out and see where she died,” Leven insisted.

“Then we must hope that fate has us favorably in its sight.”

“Amelia wouldn’t want us to give up,” Leven said. “At least Clover is out there; he can help. That’s something.”

“That’s true,” Geth replied. “But it will take more than a single sycophant to save us from this gaze.”

“You don’t know Clover,” Leven said. “He won’t stop until we’re free.”

“We’ll see what fate has in mind,” Geth agreed with excitement, even as his tiny body was hardening further. “This is always my—”

Geth was interrupted by a terrific screech that pierced the air. Leven shook, and Geth grabbed onto a lock of Leven’s hair right below the white patch. The screech continued, and in the faint glow Leven could see rows of pointed, white objects piercing the sides of the gaze. The container began to vibrate, and Leven lost his grip and floated toward the center of the vat. The agitated water splashed into his eyes and up his nose. He sputtered and wiped his face and could see the dots growing larger and beginning to look like white wedges pushing through the wood.

“What’s happening?” Leven yelled.

“I have no idea,” Geth yelled back, water sloshing everywhere. “But I think those are teeth!”

Leven looked closely and realized Geth was right. The small white mountains were huge teeth, penetrating the gaze. From the pattern of the teeth it was obvious something gigantic was biting down.

There was a horrific wrenching noise as the gaze was lifted. It began to shake violently, rattling Leven and Geth around like beans in a child’s toy. Water sloshed up Leven’s nose. His head banged against the walls of the gaze. Then, like lightning striking, his gift kicked in.

Leven’s eyes burned gold. His mind reeled as streaks of blinding light flashed through his head, popping like the flashbulbs from a thousand cameras. Leven could see himself in the water as the powerful jaws of the beast holding them finally came together and bit off the entire top of the gaze. Leven could also see himself caught in the teeth of the beast.

He couldn’t let that happen.

Leven shook off his thoughts and glanced around as he was being sloshed about in the water. The light from his eyes lit the inside of the gaze in a brilliant manner.

“What do you see?” Geth yelled.

“We’re about to be eaten,” Leven yelled, “unless we duck!”

As much as he hated the water, Leven dove below the surface. Fighting to stay submerged, he opened his eyelids and looked up. His eyes shone, and he could see Geth a few feet above him, floating on top of the water. Leven reached up with his right hand. Just as his fingers were about to close around Geth, the beast’s bite cracked the shell of the gaze, and his mighty teeth clamped together like a tightly wound bear trap. Leven closed his hand, whipping it back just as the creature’s jaw closed. Water rushed into Leven’s mouth and nose. He gagged and swallowed huge fists of liquid as he struggled to breathe. The bottom half of the gaze broke away and the vat tipped onto its side, pouring Leven and the water out in one humongous wave.

The beast screamed.

Leven tried to catch his breath as his chest burned and heaved. He spit and moaned, gasping for air.

The beast screamed again.

Leven scrambled from the broken gaze and opened his fist to set Geth free, but Geth was not there. Frantically, Leven patted his body, searching for Geth. He could feel nothing but the key still in his pocket.
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The beast screamed even louder, as if bothered by Leven’s ignoring him. Leven looked up to get his first real glimpse of his assailant.

It would not be lying to say that Leven suddenly longed for the peace and quiet of being trapped in the gaze forever. Towering over Leven was one of the seven siids—the fifth one, to be exact.

A hundred avalands would have been less threatening.

The siid stood on four thick, meaty legs, each capped off with a hoof the size of a small hill. Its legs were wrapped in twisted vines and strands of old rope that looked to grow from the belly of the beast. The siid’s body was long and wide, like that of a bloated whale. The creature’s skin was pockmarked and scarred. There were spikes sticking out of its back and circling down under its body and around its hind side. The head of the beast was round, with a square mouth and long, twisted ears that looked like fleshy braids. Clinging to the end of each ear was a small, monkeylike waxel. One was red, the other yellow.

The siid’s green-burning eyes were as large as its bottomless nostrils. On its shoulders were two mushy humps, and behind those humps were two long, leathery arms that were tearing at the ground with pointed claws, scooping up water with flat thumbs and carrying it up into the creature’s mouth. At the far end of the beast was a thick tail split down the middle like a forked tongue. Both bits of tail whipped at the air, slapping and cracking in a circular motion.

Leven tried to catch his breath, but the sight before him stole every ounce of air his lungs had held. His throat burned painfully as air rushed out of his mouth. Leven closed his eyes and tried to calm himself—and to control his gift.

There was nothing but fear.

The siid lifted its head and breathed in, sucking broken tree limbs and loose dirt up from the ground. They stuck to the siid’s nose as if it were a vacuum, and when the beast blew out, debris and saliva flew everywhere.

Leven could feel his knees weakening as he tried to decide what to do.

The beast opened its gigantic mouth and roared, sending noise and wind circling madly, like a small tornado. Caught in the wind, Leven stood there shaking, easy prey for the siid. The beast moved forward and with one swoop picked up Leven in its gigantic mouth.

Leven could feel the monster’s mouth clamped tight against him. He half expected to hear the sound of himself being crushed but couldn’t feel any teeth tearing into him. The siid reached into its own mouth and took hold of Leven’s head with one arm and Leven’s feet with the other. It turned Leven in its mouth, licking him with its thick, beanbag-looking tongue. Leven felt like a buttery ear of corn. He wanted to scream, but he also longed to keep his mouth shut so as to prevent a better taste of tongue.

After rotating Leven a few more times, the beast let him roll out of its mouth onto the ground. Leven lay there spitting and coughing. He felt his arms and legs and realized that he was still intact.

The siid stood right above him and snorted.

Leven looked around at the night. There was no one in sight. No sarus, no Geth, just the broken gaze and a creature as big as a mountain.

Leven was astonished to hear someone talking to him.

“Did I come through or what?” Clover asked, invisible but nearby.

“Clover?” Leven looked around in disbelief.

“How many times am I going to have to save your life?” Clover asked proudly.

“You did that?” Leven asked, looking up at the siid.

“It was no big deal,” Clover said, blushing so strongly that his two red cheeks materialized momentarily and then disappeared. “He owed me. Plus, I promised him a fresh fantrum seed and gaze water. Siids prefer water that’s been sitting around.”

Leven got to his feet, his legs as wobbly as wet noodles. He could feel Clover helping to steady him.

“Thanks,” Leven said honestly, still not comfortable standing so close to the siid.

Clover whistled and materialized. The siid quickly whipped its tail around and picked up Leven with one half of the fork and Clover with the other.

“Don’t worry,” Clover said. “It’ll get us out of the forest.”

“I can’t leave without Geth,” Leven insisted, struggling in the fleshy fork of the siid’s tail. He broke free and began feeling the ground around him, calling, “Geth!”

Clover bounced around doing the same.

“Where was he last?” Clover asked, smiling.

“He was in the gaze,” Leven lamented. “I tried to grab him, but he got away. We have to find him.”

“He’s not here,” said Clover, pointing out the obvious. “He was probably caught in the runoff. I’m sure he’s in the Waz River by now. He’ll float to Fissure Gorge.”

“Geth!” Leven yelled, his chest burning with pain for his misplaced friend.

The forest began to moan. The sarus were returning.

“We need to get out of here,” Clover said urgently. “Geth is a master at making it back. Besides, he told us if we were split up to get to the turrets.”

“Geth!” Leven yelled one last time.

In the trees there was a sweeping whisper. As Leven turned his head, a small, burning secret burst from the trees and sprang onto the bridge of his nose.

Clover spotted it and yelled, “Don’t look at it!”

Leven shut his eyes and tried to bat the secret off his nose. The secret wouldn’t have it. It pushed up on Leven’s eyelids, forcing Leven to open his eyes. Leven had no choice. He looked at the secret, and it smiled.

“I embezzled from my boss,” the secret whispered. Then it clapped its tiny, fiery hands and dashed away.

“The secrets are getting more serious,” Clover said. “We have to get out of here.”

“But Geth . . .”

Clover wasn’t listening. He gave his pathetic imitation of a whistle, and the siid picked Leven and him up again with its tail. Clover semi-whistled a second time, and the huge beast began to step quickly. Foo rocked as the siid pushed forward. The scales on its body clicked and rubbed in an awkward rhythm as the two monkeylike creatures hanging on its ears continued to argue with one another. Apparently the red one really felt it was the yellow one’s turn to clean the siid. Their high-pitched screaming cut through the air and reminded Leven of brakes squealing on a car.

“This is the way to travel,” Clover said, excited. “We should make up some time.”

Leven could think of little besides Amelia and Geth and the time they didn’t have.

“Now’s probably not a good time to complain about you not ever really thanking me for bringing you here, is it?” Clover asked.

“I don’t think so,” Leven answered sullenly.

“That’s okay,” Clover said. “We can talk about it later.”

Leven closed his eyes and tried to see the future—nothing.

“Come on, Geth,” he whispered. “Come on.”

The siid ran.

Leven didn’t feel so well.
  

Chapter Twenty-One

Be Careful Where You Step
 

Janet Frore wasn’t comfortable. Ever since the dumb man with the dumb forehead and dumb hair had come by, Janet had been bothered.

“What business does he have worrying about the girl?” Janet whined. “Besides, I did everything I could for Winter, and if she runs off it’s no concern of mine,” she tried to convince herself. “I should add up how much that child has cost me. I’m sure the total would be astounding.”

Janet didn’t stand much. She stood up for things like moving from the couch to the bed, going to the rest room, walking out to get the mail, or driving to the grocery store. Other than that, she sat on the couch, eating and thinking nasty things about everyone she knew, had known, or would someday meet.

Today, however, was mail day, and Janet was in for some standing.

Janet liked to let the mail build up for a few days and then gather it all in a plastic sack. Normally she would venture out in midafternoon, but thanks to a terribly engaging soap opera, Janet had been unable to pull herself away from the TV and get the mail at an earlier hour.

So, here it was, eight o’clock at night, and Janet was suddenly feeling an unusual burst of energy. She decided to use that energy to go for the mail.

Janet hefted herself from the couch, rising like a fat wad of dough in a hot oven. She pushed up and onto her two poor legs. She gave her lower limbs a few moments to adjust to the shock, then began to shuffle out of the room.

Janet stopped at the front door to catch her breath. She had decided to shed her robe and was now wearing a yellow housecoat with a row of red flowers stitched around the bottom hem and along the sleeves and neck. Of course the flowers didn’t stand out half as much as all the food stains she had dribbled down the front. Janet cleared her throat and choked a bit on some food that was still sitting in there. She ran her puffy fingers through her long, thinning hair and reached for the doorknob.

She pulled, and the world around her came leaking in.

Janet could see the night sky. She could see the lights on in the neighbors’ homes. She listened to the streetlights buzzing and took in the sound of a softball game being played down the way. It had been so long since Janet had stepped out at night that she had almost forgotten how it was.

She looked down at the walkway. It was littered with rolled-up newspapers that she had never taken the time to come out and collect.

She stepped onto the walkway and began to journey down toward the mailbox. A light wind blew through her hair and around her body. The smell of fresh-cut grass filled her nostrils.

Janet stopped in her tracks. There was something about being there, covered in night and a veil of stars. There was a celebration in the wind and a sense of nature in the sounds around her. For a brief and fleeting moment, Janet almost regretted how much of life she was missing.

“Dumb nature,” she muttered, shaking the feeling off.

Three young boys appeared, riding down the street on their bikes, their laughter and talk filling the air. They pedaled near Janet’s house; upon spotting her, the tallest one yelled out, “Hey, look at that whale in a dress!”

They all laughed and continued on past.

Without even thinking about it, Janet reached down and grabbed one of the rolled-up newspapers she had been too lazy to gather up. She flung it as hard as she could, knocking the tallest boy in the back of the head. His bike wobbled, and he crashed into the curb. He rolled over and looked back at Janet.

“Serves you right,” she barked as she stood on the edge of her walkway where it haphazardly met up with the city’s sidewalk. “You need to—”

Janet stopped talking due to the appearance of a shooting star streaking across the black, fuzzy sky. She looked up at the celestial miracle and watched it fade in the distance. The temperature was a perfect sixty-three degrees. She wasn’t standing directly over the mismatched sidewalk, but there was a bit of her hanging over the line, a bit that might not have been there had she spent the last few months of her life doing something besides sitting and eating. Fate snatched a wisp of her, and although she had no understanding of what had transpired, she could feel that something about her had changed.

“I need to stop getting up,” she complained, shaking her head.

Janet collected her mail, shuffled back inside, slammed the door, and locked it tight.
  

Chapter Twenty-Two

The Spirited Hitchhiker
 

To Leven, the Swollen Forest was nothing but a confusing maze of trees and terror. Noises he had never heard and could not identify seemed to sound at every turn and from every patch of darkness.

It didn’t exactly help that he was racing through the place twisted into the tail of the fifth siid, with a whispering secret stalking him. Or that he was beginning to feel ill.

“How do we know he’s not just taking us somewhere to eat us?” Leven yelled to Clover.

“I guess we really don’t,” Clover yelled back. “He promised he would take us to the far bridge, but I’ve heard stories about what a hard time the siids have keeping their promises.”

“That’s great,” Leven complained. “So you talked to him?”

“Well, it wasn’t so much talking as it was—”

“Telepathy?” Leven guessed, thinking about a movie he had seen once where a bear talked to a horse with its mind.

“No,” Clover answered. “It was more like swaying.”

“You talked to him by swaying?” Leven asked.

“I hope that’s what we were doing,” Clover said, suddenly embarrassed. “Let’s just consider it a good sign that he hasn’t eaten us yet.”

“Perfect,” Leven said sarcastically.

The siid moaned. A round, furry creature with big ears and a number of legs ran in front of it. With one smooth motion the siid dipped its head and scooped up the poor creature. The beast chewed and crunched on its victim as it continued running. The sound was a bit distressing.

“This is not good,” Leven hollered. “I don’t feel well.”

Crunch!

“What else can we do?” Clover hollered back. “It’s a jarring ride, but we’ll get there.”

There was a sickening squishing sound as the siid swallowed. The squishing sound was followed by a soft popping noise coming from across a distant field. That noise was followed by a long, drawn-out scream. Leven quickly turned his head. Up ahead, a middle-aged man was standing there next to some trees, screaming.

“What’s he doing?” Leven yelled to Clover.

“It looks like fate just brought him here,” Clover replied.

“You mean he just stepped into Foo?”

“I think,” Clover said. “If the sycophants come then we’ll know for sure.”

No sooner had Clover said it than dozens of little Clover-like creatures began to appear on and around the man. Some were red and some were black as well as gray and yellow. Some were fat, but most were thin, and all of them were wearing small, shimmering robes. Sycophants dropped in from above and sprang up and out of the trees, all of them complimenting and yelling flattering things at the poor soul who had just stepped in. There were so many they muffled his screaming. The man swatted and screamed with even greater force as the sycophants kicked and scratched at one another, fighting over who would get to claim the new recruit as their burn.

“Pick me, pick me!”

“He’s mine!”

“I burn for him!”

The conflicts became increasingly violent, and hundreds of sycophants backed off, letting only the most determined fight it out. In a few moments one sycophant stood triumphant on top of the screaming man’s head.

The man batted and swung at the larger sycophant as the rest of the sycophants booed and hissed. Those who had lost began to disappear or slunk off dejectedly. The winner instantly started to console and comfort the screaming man.

“You’re okay. I’ve got you now. You’ve entered Foo, that’s all.”

It was an awkward thing for Leven to watch. He turned his head away from the scene as the siid continued to lumber through the forest.

“What an awful jolt that must be. I feel sorry for that poor guy,” Leven said after they were far away from him.

“What do you mean?” Clover asked naively. “He got a sycophant.”

“And an entirely new life.”

“He’ll get used—”

“Where will his sycophant take him?” Leven asked.

“Probably to Cusp, or, if he’s lucky, to Cork,” Clover said. “He’ll be safe and happy there. It is the most wonderful—”

“Why doesn’t Winter have a sycophant?” Leven interrupted.

Clover was silent.

“Does she?” Leven asked.

Clover shivered.

“Well?”

“Lilly,” Clover whispered.

“Lilly?” Leven questioned. “She has a sycophant named Lilly?”

“She did,” Clover answered. “She had to let her go when she returned to Reality as a baby. It was the Want’s decision.”

“Can’t she get her back?”

“No right-minded sycophant would ever take back a burn who had let it go,” Clover said passionately. “Especially Lilly. When Winter was first snatched into Foo, she was immediately assailed and piled on by dozens of sycophants, just like that guy. All the sycophants were arguing and fighting over who would claim her as their burn. In the end a white sycophant named Lilly won.”

Clover sort of sighed.

“Lilly was an exceptional sycophant,” he went on. “She worked patiently with Winter, trying to make her feel at home and safe. She told her the things she needed to know and helped Winter recognize and cultivate her nit gift of being able to freeze things. Lilly was as devoted to Winter as any sycophant has ever been. She loved Winter, and under Lilly’s guidance, Winter became one of the most outspoken and truest defenders of Foo. When Antsel proposed the idea of Winter returning to Reality as an infant to help Foo, Winter agreed. But it meant giving up Lilly.”

The siid groaned and picked up speed.

“Lilly took the separation very hard. She was completely crushed. To her, saving Foo wasn’t half as important as being with Winter. When Winter cut Lilly loose and stopped being her burn, Lilly wailed and mourned and lost all sense of who she was or why she would even want to live.”

“So does Lilly have another burn now?”

“I don’t know,” Clover said. “I suppose . . .” Clover stopped talking as the siid came to a jarring halt, the ground pushing up in front of them like a huge wave as the beast settled.

“What’s happening?” Leven asked.

“Either we’re here, or we’re in trouble.”

The siid unwound its tail and with a gentle lob tossed Leven and Clover to the ground. It turned, breathed in, and blew gunk all over them and then turned back into the forest, leaving Leven and Clover alone. The ground rumbled as the great beast moved away.

Clover smiled and said sheepishly, “That’s actually the third time it’s helped me. It has the worst memory, and keeps on forgetting we’re already even.”

“You’d better hope it never remembers,” Leven said.

“It’ll never remember,” Clover waved. “Now, the waxels on its ears might.”

“So, where are we?” Leven asked, changing the subject and wiping the last bit of spit from his eyes.

“Right where the siid swayed it would set us,” Clover answered. “The first bridge is just over that ridge. It will lead us to the turret trailhead.”

“Let’s go,” Leven urged, holding his hands to his queasy stomach.

Leven squeezed between two large bushes that reminded him of a gate. He then began running between the trees, searching for the best direction to go and feeling like a kid looking for a hiding place during a competitive game of hide-and-seek.

Leven stopped at the edge of a purple stream. The large rocks in the water were shifting and moving about like stone turtles. Just across the stream, behind the trees, someone or something was crying.

“What’s that?” Leven asked.

“It could be a trap,” Clover said casually. “Sometimes unburied secrets will trick their victims into coming to them.”

“I don’t think this is that,” Leven said. “It sounds almost human.”

The sobbing did sound human—and scared. Leven had never cried quite like that, but there had been many times in his life when he had wanted nothing but to wail like the voice he could now hear.

A cloud of shimmering orange bugs flew across Leven’s view. Leven waved them away and looked to the distance. He was somewhere he had never known existed, and the haunting sound of someone in pain was too much for him to turn away from.

“I can’t ignore that,” Leven whispered.

“It’s your future,” Clover shrugged, turning invisible and hopping up on Leven’s head.

Leven waded through the water toward a dark patch of trees where the noise was coming from.

“Hello?” Leven called out.

The crying stopped.

“Are you all right?”

“Who are you?” a strong, suspicious female voice shouted back.

“It doesn’t matter,” Leven insisted. “But if I can help . . .”

“Where am I?” the voice cried.

“In the forest,” Leven answered, still unable to see who was speaking.

“These trees aren’t normal,” the voice said. “I’ve never seen the things I’m seeing now. I’m not right.” There was a long pause followed by another, “Where am I?”

“In Foo,” Leven answered.

There was more sobbing and then silence.

“I can help,” Leven added. “There’s a bridge just over there.”

Leven’s assurance did little good, seeing how she couldn’t really see him or where he was pointing.

“I don’t belong here,” she cried. “I’m not whole.”

“Come with me,” Leven said forcefully, surprised to find strength in his voice.

There was silence for a few moments. Then a whisp in the form of Janet Frore emerged from the forest like a ghost.

“We can help,” Leven offered.

Janet simply cried.

Neither Leven nor Janet had any idea who the other was.
  

Chapter Twenty-Three

Washed Away
 

It’s not hard to doubt yourself. Many people have encountered miraculous things, only to talk themselves out of believing what they have seen. Millions who have witnessed unusual events and actions have later allowed others to convince them that they didn’t see what they actually saw.

Sometimes our minds are out to get us.

Winter was in just such a state. She was back in her icy chamber, lying on her back, covered again by the mask and shroud, with her hands tied behind her body. Her wrists and hands ached from being tied so tightly, and her brain buzzed with the knowledge that as long as her hands were covered she couldn’t touch her surroundings and thaw anything.

She also had absolutely no idea what to believe. She thought she knew who she was, but Jamoon had messed with her thinking. She wanted so desperately to see Leven. She knew that he would know what to do. She wished for Clover to suddenly appear, or for Geth to yell out that he was back and that he would take care of things.

Winter was worried about her mind. It felt as if someone had stuck a hand into her head and was now peeling away her thoughts and recollections. Winter couldn’t remember anything about who Jamoon was. She had no idea whose side he was on or if she was on that side along with him. She shouldn’t have been surprised. When she had been reverted to a baby so as to return to Reality and help Leven, she had known that she was probably giving up all her other memories.

Under her shroud, she thought about the small, makeshift toilet that Geth had escaped through and realized how next to impossible it was that he could somehow rescue her.

Still, she had to have hope.

Winter’s brow furrowed, her long, white-blonde hair hanging down under her mask and covering her right eye. She blew out, trying to move her hair from in front of her face, but the mask made it useless. She got painfully to her feet and twisted her body, trying to see her bound hands. She couldn’t see them at all. She moved to the corner, away from where the door opening was, and stood so that she could see her hands in the reflection of the icy wall. With the mask over her head, it wasn’t a perfect glimpse, but Winter could see what was binding them.

“What fools,” she whispered. “Why did I not think of that before?” Winter smiled as her stomach growled and her mind prepared a course of action.

She moved to the far wall and stood with her head down and her shoulders slumped.

“I need to speak to Jamoon,” Winter pleaded to the walls.

“It’s late,” a voice echoed back. “Jamoon is in Morfit.”

“I have no idea of time,” Winter replied. “And if Jamoon is not here, let me speak with that sickly rant. I know he’ll want to hear what I have to say.”

There was a long, pregnant pause as the guard digested what she was saying. She could almost hear him imagining the reward Jamoon would give him if he were to deliver a talking prisoner. Of course, Jamoon would be equally unhappy if she had nothing to offer and the guard had interrupted him for no reason.

“Well?” Winter said impatiently.

There was the noise of cracking ice followed by a slit of light that shone through the wall, exposing the exit. The crack in the ice expanded, and there stood a single rant. He was wearing the traditional black robe. He was tall on his right side and lumpy on his left. Winter couldn’t even guess what the left half of him was at the moment. In his right hand he held a long, wooden kilve.

“If you—”

One could argue for days about what the guard had intended to say. Perhaps he was going to say, “If you want, I’ll carry you.” Or maybe he was going to say, “If you find a pair of prescription reading glasses, they’re mine.” Of course, both of those possibilities seem unlikely, seeing how he was a rather aggressive rant who didn’t like to do extra work and had perfect vision.

What he was about to say will most likely never be known because as he began to speak, Winter froze his right side while simultaneously freezing the covering on her hands. She hurled herself against the icy wall, shattering the frozen rope and cloth that had been keeping her hands bound.

With her hands free, Winter touched and thawed the rant’s kilve. She snatched the staff from the guard as she stepped around him and began running down the icy hall. The kilve was long and wooden and painted with the ashes of dark dreams. The pointed end was sharp, with its edges so finely sanded they could have slit the throat of a roven. The other end was as blunt as a steel fist. Kilves were an effective weapon for beating your enemy or for utterly destroying incoming dreams. Winter could feel the evil this particular kilve had been a part of.

She shuddered and kept running.

Looking out through the slits of the mask, Winter tried to remember the little bit she knew of the place, but everything was ice and there seemed to be hundreds of hallways heading hundreds of directions. Most of the ice was smooth and reflective. Winter felt as if she were in a house of mirrors, with her reflection looking back at her from all angles.

Winter raced down a wide corridor, shaking her arms to get the blood flowing back in her wrists and hands. Her shoulder hurt from the beating it had previously taken. An angry shout behind her rang out.

They were coming.

Two large rants appeared in front of her, running toward her as if they knew of nothing else worthwhile in life. Winter thought of them as ice. Their dreamlike sides writhed and complained, trying to support the weight of their now-frozen right halves. Winter dashed between them and pushed them to the side.

The footsteps and shouts behind her grew louder.

Winter ran as fast as she could, her heart and head pounding like wet shoes tumbling in an electric clothes dryer.

“Stop her!” a thunderous voice screamed.

Winter touched the wall with her right hand as she ran. Instantly the structure thawed, turning into a wall of water, which collapsed in a terrific wave. She threw the kilve to her other hand and touched the wall on her left as she ran. It too became a gigantic wave of water. Winter could see the entire fortress behind her beginning to thaw, the water rising, picking her up, and carrying her down the hallways as it melted. She put her arms out in front of her and let the giant wave hurl her away from her pursuers. She could hear their screams fading behind her.

Winter raced with the wall of water down a steep set of stairs, out into and across a brick courtyard, and into another hallway. Ahead of her she could see a gigantic stained-glass window. The image was of the Want working with metal. It was a beautiful piece of art, but Winter knew it was her or the window. She extended her arms and held the blunt end of the kilve out in front of her.

The kilve shattered the glass with the water following right behind to wash the bits away. The room behind the window was huge, and as the water dispersed and ran off in a thousand directions, Winter settled to the floor and gently washed up against the brick fireplace.

She pulled herself up onto her hands and knees, her hair hanging down inside her mask like a bunch of wet spaghetti noodles. Winter had had enough. She jabbed the pointed end of the kilve into the seal of the mask and ripped it open. Winter threw off the mask.

She frantically looked up and back.

It appeared that no one had made it as far as she had. Winter worked herself out of the loose bodysuit she had been shrouded in, exposing the outfit she had been wearing when she had stepped back into Foo. Winter knelt and bit at the wrist of her right sleeve. There was already a small opening in the cuff thanks to Geth having hidden there. Winter pulled out a small length of elastic. She bit at her other sleeve and pulled out another small piece. She flipped her hair back and grabbed a handful on the right side. She twisted the elastic around it, creating a long, wet pigtail, then did the same to her left side.

Winter sighed. It was heaven to have her hair out of her eyes at last.

She was searching around for an exit when a voice spoke out, startling her.

“You look much younger than the Winter Jamoon spoke of.”

Winter jumped in shock and took a defensive stance with the kilve. Hidden in the shadows near the edge of the fireplace was the small, disgusting rant. He stepped closer and coughed. As the light hit him, she could clearly see his red right eye.

“I told Jamoon you would try to escape,” he said knowingly. “Jamoon is too slow to listen to me.”

“Well, now that we both understand what I’m doing, I’ll be going,” Winter said with determination.

“Wait,” the rant said, coughing and waving his right hand impatiently. “You still don’t remember your part? Jamoon said you would remember and help us.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Winter said, her own soul wriggling uncomfortably.

The rant’s right eye burned.

“Just let me leave,” Winter bargained. “When I remember what you’re talking about, you’ll be the first to know.”
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“I can’t let that happen,” he growled. “You will die before you get—” He stopped talking due to his left half beginning to bubble and hiss.

As much as Winter wanted to know what the rant had to say about Jamoon, she knew she needed to act fast. Rants were weakest when they were shifting. It was a dirty play, but she was not about to lose the opportunity.

Winter drew back and swung the kilve with as much strength as she had. The stick struck the sickly rant in the right shoulder, and he collapsed like a pile of stacked cards, screaming as he hit the ground.

“Stop!” he cried, his body still adjusting.

Winter was out the door and into the mountains before the rant could say another thing.
  

Chapter Twenty-Four

I’m on the Top of the Whirled
 

Some people like to fly. You may have met such a person. Perhaps he was a tall guy in a red hat who sat next to you. And maybe he went on and on about what a miraculous thing flying is, and how it’s the second safest form of travel, elevators being the first. But even a person like that would have a hard time finding the joy in flying in a plane that had thin, sinister black strands whipping around the wings and slapping against the windows.

Let’s just say the passengers of flight 7229 were concerned—meaning they were screaming and fanning themselves and making deals with their Maker for him to save their lives.

Dennis Wood was still buckled in his seat, nervously watching the long, black cords of Sabine whipping around the plane. Dennis had never really thought about dying, but he began to wonder if this wasn’t his time. He looked around at all the crying and screaming people and thought, At least I’m not alone.

Outside the plane, the string of Sabine fought valiantly, trying to pull away from Ezra and regain a position of strength. Neither Sabine nor Ezra was making much headway. It was hard for Ezra to destroy someone who was really already dead. And in turn it was fairly difficult for Sabine to get away from such a determined toothpick.

“Let me go,” Sabine hissed from both ends.

“Never!” Ezra yelled, still holding on to the tail end inside the plane.

Sabine whispered to himself. “The clouds,” he spat. “The hazen.”

In Foo the clouds were called hazen and took their shapes from the imaginations of the inhabitants. Sabine felt it was time to wake up the clouds of Reality. With the end of him outside of the plane, Sabine twisted himself into a loop, stretched up, and lassoed the clouds. He tightened his loop, and all at once the clouds turned a burning orange color. As the clouds changed color, lightning began to strike.

Once.

Twice.

Fifty times.

The clouds were no longer just clouds, they were hazen, and they were desperate to prove their difference. Sabine imagined them as violent beasts.

The plane bumped up and down like a jerking seesaw.

The captain came on the intercom. He sounded as if he couldn’t decide whether to cry or scream. He nervously announced that they would be climbing higher to find smoother, safer air. Most passengers wished he had announced that they would be flying lower to find safer ground. The announcement failed to comfort any of them, seeing how the very clouds around them were beginning to take shape and attack the plane.

Dennis was sweating. The thick clouds were gaining color and form. Like gigantic marshmallows they brushed up against the plane. They smeared across the windows and left a pale, gluelike residue.

Seven passengers and one flight attendant passed out, which caused the rest to begin pulling their hair and rocking violently. A short man, who looked like a lima bean in a suit thanks to his green face and squat body, began tearing at his seat, searching frantically for a parachute.

Dennis pressed his face to his window. It looked like the earth was coming apart, the unraveling beginning in the air. A few of the clouds had thick, burning faces and long, billowing arms that were anything but cute. Dennis remembered as a child lying in a park looking up at the clouds. Back then he had seen the shapes of toy boats and horses. Now, however, the clouds looked horrible, huge and evil.

The plane rocked and twisted as the clouds grabbed hold of it. The four engines struggled and whined as one very large hazen pushed against the plane going forward.

The captain flipped desperately through his book trying to find any sort of instruction for handling rabid clouds.

“Anything?” the copilot yelled.

“No,” the captain yelled back frantically. “But there is a section for taking notes.”

A sinister hazen moved in front of the plane. Its eyes looked like pieces of white-hot charcoal, and its mouth looked like a meteor crater. It opened its mouth wider, and the plane flew right into it. All the lights in the aircraft flickered and dimmed as the plane turned upside down. Those who had long ago given up obeying the seat-belt sign dropped to the ceiling and then back to their seats as the plane turned back over. Four thick clouds wrapped themselves around the wings and pushed the plane forward and down.

Dennis wiped his forehead and bit his tongue. It felt as if they were traveling just over the speed of life.

“Ezra!” Dennis yelled.

Ezra didn’t hear Dennis, but if he had he would have been angry about him even asking for help when Ezra had his own troubles to deal with.

As the plane rocketed toward the ground, all the passengers gave up hope of ever living through such an ordeal. A number of people sat back in their seats and let their lives flash before their eyes, while others screamed until their lungs were raw, then collapsed in fear and exhaustion.

Dennis unbuckled his seat belt and stood. He looked down at the bank sticker on his shirt and at his unwrinkled pants. For some reason that seemed to comfort him. His outfit felt like a uniform, like he was a part of something. The plane rocked to the north, and Dennis flew into a young lady whose face was the color of a honeydew melon.

“Sorry!” Dennis screamed.

She looked at him as if he were crazy.

The plane tilted forward even further. Three of the overhead bins popped open, and bags exploded and rained down on passengers.

Outside, the hazen were fighting over the plane. Dennis’s stomach lurched. He needed a bathroom, and he held onto the seats as he worked his way toward the rear of the plane. He leaned over far enough to look out a window. Despite all the clouds wrapped around the plane, there were a few holes where he could see the ground.

It wasn’t far away. At the speed they were traveling, they would hit the ground in a few minutes.

The plane suddenly flew sideways, and Dennis lost his footing. He fell to his knees and began clawing his way toward the bathroom. Passengers and luggage burst into the aisle. When he reached the rear of the plane he could hear a high-pitched screaming. He stepped away from the bathroom door and pushed open the service door. Still feeling sick, he moved into the very back of the plane. There, up near the ceiling, was Ezra, twisted into and holding onto a thin strand of something black.

“Help me pull!” Ezra screamed, his small voice barely audible over the screams of the passengers and the roar of the engines.

“Let go!” Dennis screamed back. “The plane’s going to crash!”

The black cord Ezra was clinging to sizzled and hissed.

“Let go!” Dennis shouted, grabbing onto Ezra and trying to pull him off Sabine. “Please!” Dennis begged. “Please.”

Ezra swore, made a rather harsh remark about Dennis not being a man, and let go. Sabine slithered out.

Almost instantly the hazen stopped pounding, and the plane began to level out. Dennis could hear a more hopeful chorus of screams from out front.

“You fool! He’s from Foo,” Ezra screamed at Dennis. “I shouldn’t have let him go. He can get us back.”

Ezra’s purple top was writhing and swirling.

“Only if we’re alive,” Dennis reasoned.

Dennis grabbed Ezra and shoved him into the fanny pack. He walked back out front. Everyone was still screaming, seeing how the plane was still moving rapidly toward the ground. Dennis looked out and hoped that he was right about letting go of the black string and keeping them alive.

The thick, orange hazen began to cluster under the plane, pushing upward as the plane hurled toward the earth. Dennis could see trees and mountains rising up. The clouds pushed some more, and the plane slowed. Several wet hazen wadded themselves up and crawled into the engines. The engines coughed and stopped, allowing the hazen to slow the plane to a complete stop about fifty feet above the ground.

It is quite a sensation to be sitting in a huge metal plane, hovering above a busy freeway being held up by a ring of clouds. The cars below came to a screeching stop, frantically trying to get or stay out from beneath the hovering plane.

Then, as if to make a point, the hazen flipped the floating plane one last time and set it down gently on its top in the middle of Interstate 40.

ii

Tim Tuttle looked at his surroundings and wondered exactly what year it was. The home he was sitting in looked as though it had not been touched or updated since 1952. A large portrait of a young girl holding a bundle of wheat hung over a small fireplace that was fronted with a rock facade. The carpet underfoot was yellow shag, with wide wear patterns that ran the entire length of the room. In one corner there was a birdcage with a single tiny, sickly sounding, orange bird in it. Every couple of seconds it would try to chirp, but the sound was more like a wet cough. In the other corner, two small desks faced a green chalkboard. Written on the chalkboard was a list of difficult-looking spelling words. The desks were occupied at the moment—one by a girl with a blonde bob who looked about ten and the other one by a boy with a buzzed head who looked around twelve.

Tim was sitting on a short couch with a huge rose pattern print. He was in the home of John and Margo Hunch. Thanks to Terry’s tip about Maine, Tim had made the trip out there to see if he could get one step closer to finding Winter and the boy named Leven with whom she was said to be traveling.

Tim had spent the morning at the public library looking for information.

Luckily for him, it had not been very long since Winter and Leven had been through Maine, and the story of a boy and girl driving a car off into the ocean was not hard to find. Most of the stories talked about Cape Porpoise, and most mentioned a woman by the name of Margo Hunch as the last person to talk to the boy, at a church barbecue. Leven and Winter had run off after Margo had asked too many questions about who they were. A number of people had chased after them but, according to the story, the two kids had stolen a car and driven it off a wharf into the Atlantic Ocean.

Tim had come to the Hunch home hoping to find some answers. Margo had welcomed him in and then run off to get him something to drink. She came back into the room and handed Tim a teacup filled with lemon-flavored water. Tim took a sip and set the cup down.

“Delicious,” he lied. “So, Margo, you talked to these children?”

“Mrs. Hunch,” she corrected. “And just the boy. The lemon helps with the digestive tract,” she added, pointing to the cup of water she had served up, and settling into her own seat.

“Oh,” Tim said, confused. “Thank you. Well, what did they say?”

“Not much. I didn’t recognize them so I walked up to the boy. I thought, New faces, let’s welcome them in. Anyhow, I . . .”

Her daughter, sitting at her desk, raised her hand.

“Yes, Florence?” Mrs. Hunch said.

“What’s the capital of Norway?” Florence asked.

“If I told you, that’d be cheating,” Mrs. Hunch sang. “But I’ll give you a hint: Norway is often referred to as the Land of the Midnight Sun.”

Florence didn’t look all that grateful for the help.

“So,” Mrs. Hunch continued, “I was fascinated with a white streak of hair the boy had. I was only showing interest in him, and I think he got offended. But I had seen a report on him on TV about how he supposedly ruined his parents’ house.”

Her son’s hand went up.

“Yes, George.”

“Can I use the bathroom?”

Mrs. Hunch was silent.

“May I use the bathroom?” George corrected himself.

Mrs. Hunch picked up a small egg timer that was sitting on the end table near her. She flipped it over, and the sand began to run down. “Be back before the last grain,” she said, giving permission.

George raced off to the bathroom.

“You’ve got quite a system here,” Tim said, referring to her home-schooled children.

Mrs. Hunch sighed. “It’s not always easy. But if you knew what goes on in some public schools.”

The last grain of sand dropped in the egg timer just as the sound of the toilet flushing was heard. George came racing back into the room and frantically slid into his desk. He looked at the egg timer and sighed.

“Two paragraphs on why soil erosion is less of a problem than the government says it is,” Mrs. Hunch said, handing out George’s punishment for taking too long.

“But—” George tried to argue.

“Three paragraphs,” Mrs. Hunch said.

George slumped in his seat.

“Well, I can see you’re busy,” Tim said, standing. “I won’t take any more of your time. Just one last question, though.”

Mrs. Hunch looked perplexed by the thought of a question being asked without a hand being raised first.

“The newspapers all say that the children drove the car right off into the ocean,” Tim said.

“That’s actually not a question,” she pointed out, “but from what I hear, that’s what happened.”

“And the car just sank?”

“It hit some ice, or rocks,” she said. “It was very cloudy, so nobody got a perfect look at where they fell in.”

“Have they found it? The car,” Tim clarified.

“Not that I’ve heard,” she said sadly. “What a terrible tragedy. Those poor little hoodlums. I’ll try to make their lives count by using them as an example in my teaching.”

Tim just looked at her.

“A bad example,” she specified.

Florence raised her hand and asked her mother if she could build a working volcano for her science project. Mrs. Hunch nixed the idea and suggested instead that she paint the back porch.

As Tim stepped out the front door he asked, “How far is it to the spot where they drove into the ocean?”

“Two miles that way,” she pointed. “There’s a small flower shop just before the turnoff.”

Tim thanked her and made his way to his rented car.

iii

The ocean looked gigantic. The sky was clear and blue. Tim had driven past the flower shop to the end of the wharf. He had then gotten out and searched for signs of a car flying off. At the end of the dock he found the exact spot where the car had gone into the water. The skid marks from the police car that had been chasing Leven and Winter were thick and dark.

“Where are you?” Tim asked the air.

The newspapers had all reported about how the authorities had searched the ocean for the sunken car but found no sign of it. Some speculated that it may have floated for a few moments and then been pushed farther out to sea by an especially strong current. None of that made sense. Tim knew there had to be more to the story.

He knew that Winter was still alive.

Tim kept thinking back to the old woman who had twice stood on his doorstep so many years before. He thought about what she had told him and wondered if what was happening now had anything to do with the secret she had shared.

Regardless, Tim knew he couldn’t give up. Winter was somewhere, and even if the trail had grown cold here at the edge of the Atlantic Ocean, he couldn’t stop looking. He turned and headed toward town and back to the public library, his heart practically bursting in his chest.
  

Chapter Twenty-Five

Bridge to Niteon
 

Leven had never seen a whisp before. Of course, he had never seen rovens or sarus or siids or tharms or Foo either. But there was something about the whisp that was sadder than all the things he had seen so far. A whisp was a person, but it was an incomplete person. Sometimes those in Reality are not properly lined up on a mismatched sidewalk or lane, so fate snatches only a wisp of them into Foo. Such an occurrence leaves the person in Reality feeling as if he or she is missing something or not all there, and it creates a whisp in Foo—an incomplete being that can’t touch or feel and has no physical capacities.

A great sorrow radiated from the whisp Leven was looking at. It was clear she knew she was not whole and seemed to understand that she never would be again.

“Where am I?” Janet asked.

“Foo,” Leven answered.

She was a large woman with a wrinkled face and dirty, unkempt hair. She looked like a pale prune in tight slippers and a yellow housedress.

“What’s the matter with me?” she cried.

“You’re a whisp,” Clover said, materializing on top of Leven’s head.

Janet jumped back three feet and put her hand to her mouth. She had been startled by Clover, but she was terrified by the fact that when she threw her hand to her mouth, it went right through her head.

“I’m a ghost,” she whimpered, looking closely at her hands.

Clover laughed. “Ghosts aren’t real. You must not have been lined up right for Foo to snatch you completely. So, it took a little of your essence and left you mostly whole in Reality.”

Janet reached out and tried to touch Leven. Her hand went right through his shoulder. In the last green light of dusk Leven could see tears streaking down her face.

“Am I dead?” she asked.

“No,” Leven said, trying to calm her and wondering how he could explain a place he still didn’t fully understand. “This is Foo. We’ll get you some help, but we need to hurry.”

Janet just cried, but she followed behind as Leven began to walk. Clover pointed out the direction, and Leven made his way around some thick, knotty trees and through a patch of gigantic, oval-shaped boulders.

The trees behind them whispered. The whispering sounded confused, as if searching for a direction.

“This place is creepy. Let’s get out of here,” Leven said, walking faster.

The trees opened up, and there was the entry to the first bridge. The bridge spanned Fissure Gorge, which was enormous. The far side looked miles away. As wide as the gorge was, it was over twice as deep, and its depths were pitch black, except for a thin line of orange running along the very bottom. The orange ribbon glowed and pulsated, sending up currents of warm air.

The whispering of the trees could still be heard, hissing throughout the forest like a snake in search of food.

“The secret’s not going to give up, is it?” Leven said in a hushed voice.

“Let’s hope that it stays in the trees and doesn’t cross the gorge,” Clover said, his voice indicating that he was holding onto Leven’s right leg. “Most secrets don’t dare expose themselves in the open like that. And it will never enter Cork.”

Leven reached the opening of the bridge. There was a large brick arch spanning the entrance. On the left side of the arch was a small stone building with a crooked chimney jutting out of its thatched roof. A door opened in the guardhouse, and a gigantic bird stepped out. The bird was as tall as Leven and wore a blue jacket and glasses. His feet looked white under the moonlight.

“You wish to cross?” he asked.

“We’re on our way to Niteon,” Leven said.

“Is that whisp yours?” he chirped.

Leven turned and looked at Janet. “She was lost in the forest,” he said. “After we get to the turrets, we’ll take her to Cork.”

“Are you aware of the war?” the bird asked suspiciously, walking around Leven.

“I am,” Leven answered, begrudging the time they were wasting standing there, “if you are talking about the war Sabine started.”

The bird nodded and stepped back. “I wish you well,” it said.

Leven nodded back and moved toward the bridge. He was stopped by the excited clamor of the bird.

“What are you doing?” the bird squawked.

“I was going to cross,” Leven said, confused.

“Without flattering it?”

“Excuse me?”

“The bridge,” the bird said with disgust. “Have you never crossed before?”

“No . . .” Leven began.

The bird sighed, which actually sounded like a very long whistle. “See those rocks over there?” The bird pointed to a number of rocks jutting out from the near side of the gorge.

Leven could see the rocks. He could also see numerous other rocks sticking out into the gorge. Some actually extended out over the gorge a number of feet. Some were only a few inches long.

“Those are young bridges,” the bird explained. “The stones on this side get curious to know what it’s like on the other side. So they shift and stretch and grow until they either give up or connect with another bunch of curious stones reaching to get here from the other side.”

“You grow your bridges?” Leven asked in disbelief.

“They grow themselves,” the bird chirped. “It is a miraculous thing when they actually meet and a new bridge is created. Of course, once the two sides meet, they realize there really is nothing great on the other side, and they become indifferent. They sit there until someone tries to cross. Then they simply fall apart and drop into the gorge.”

“So if we cross, they’ll fall?” Leven asked incredulously.

“If you don’t flatter them, they will,” the bird replied in a tone that suggested Leven was far from brilliant.

“Flatter them?”

“Tell them they’re doing a good job. You know,” the bird said. “We must preserve the bridge.”

“So I talk to the bridge?” Leven laughed.

“And you’d better be convincing. Otherwise the bridge is destroyed and you’re caught in the air of the gorge or you drop to burn forever in the glow.” The sentinel bird stopped talking to dig under his right wing with his beak. “Sorry,” he apologized, “I’m trying to kick the bird in me, be a bit more dignified. But let me say this, even if you did make it back out of the gorge after you fell, there would be so many angry about the loss of another bridge that you would wish you were dead.”

Leven glanced at the bridge, then looked again at the gorge. It seemed deeper than any sky Leven had ever gazed up into.

“I’m doing this for Foo,” he said to himself, only just beginning to feel the power and purpose such a place as Foo really held.

“So, I just . . . flatter it?” he asked.

“Yes, and you’d better sound sincere,” the bird whispered.

Leven stepped up to the very edge of the bridge and cleared his throat. His stomach was even more uneasy. He looked out over the gorge. It was so wide he couldn’t clearly see the other side. By now the night was fully upon them and the moon shone bright. The moon’s light was like white syrup being drizzled slowly over the entire scene. The light was so dense that bits dripped from the sides of the bridge and dropped in zigzag lines into Fissure Gorge.

“How come the moonlight doesn’t drip straight down?” Leven asked Clover.

“The gorge is filled with soft and hard air that makes up a maze of sorts,” Clover answered. “If you were to fall off into it you might just as easily fall to the side or diagonally, or down, or even up. The air never stays the same. The heat at the bottom belches, and as the warm air rises, the composition of air within the gorge changes. Things that fall into the gorge can sometimes be suspended in the air for years and never reach the bottom. I had a friend who threw a pout in there years ago, and last I heard it was still screaming and falling in one direction or another. People and animals have fallen in and eventually died of old age, trapped in the air, their decaying bodies floating around until they’re gone.”

“That’s pleasant,” Leven said.

“I know.” Clover pointed. “See how the moonlight slides and drops so beautifully?”

“So if we fall in, the air will catch us before we hit the bottom?”

“More like trap you,” Clover said. “There are things worse than ‘splat.’”

Leven looked into the gorge and watched streaks of moonlight sliding back and forth and up and down like erratic shooting stars.

“We’d better hurry,” Clover reminded him.

Leven cleared his throat again and began talking to the bridge.

“Hello.”

He waited a moment for the red in his cheeks to subside.

“We would very much like to travel across such a fine-looking bridge,” Leven continued, glancing at the sentinel bird for approval. The bird nodded as if impressed.

“I’ve been on other bridges,” Leven said, more earnestly, “but none were as impressive or beautiful.”

The bridge seemed to shiver.

“I really would enjoy the journey across you,” Leven said. “I can’t wait to reach the other side and tell everyone what an outstanding job you do.”

The bridge really shivered, and the bird practically beamed.

“I think that will do it,” the bird whispered, nodding happily.

Leven glanced at Janet and then down at his feet. He touched the edge of the bridge with his toe and quickly pulled his foot back. He shrugged his shoulders, closed his eyes, and took a tentative step out. He had no desire to fall into the gorge, but he would have no way of knowing if his flattery had worked until he started across.

The bridge was still shivering.

Leven took another hesitant step. The bridge was holding up. Leven looked back at the bird and waved.

“Good-bye! I am off to enjoy the beauty and strength of this marvelous bridge,” Leven said loudly for good measure.

The bridge liked that.

Leven walked cautiously but with purpose, deliberately placing each step. He wanted to run, but he had no idea how the bridge would respond to that. He also made the mistake of looking down. It was a long drop. The thin, iridescent ribbon of light at the bottom looked miles away and glowed like molten lava. Leven proceeded carefully.

After about thirty feet Janet spoke up.

“How come you’re whole?” she asked as she floated behind him. It sounded like a question she had been longing to ask for some time.

“Whole?”

“Not like me,” she said.

“You’re a whisp,” Leven answered, not fully understanding things himself. “Most of you is still in Reality. Just a tiny, wisplike part of you is here.”

“So is it because I lived a horrible life?” Janet asked. “Is this what happens to bad people?”

“What?”

“I know I was a hard person,” she said defiantly. “My mother always said I wouldn’t make it to heaven. Now look at me. I am nothing but air. I didn’t even love my own child, and now she’s gone.”

“I’m sure she’s okay,” Leven said indifferently, concentrating on getting across the bridge.

“She left me,” Janet said, “because of who I was.”

“Life’s a long time,” Leven said, walking as quickly as he could and wondering if he was making any sense. “I never thought I’d be here because I didn’t know here existed. Now I’m racing against time to save a toothpick just to be able to live in a place where I’m still not convinced I belong. It’s the same for you, except you’re still who you were in Reality as well.”

Janet’s eyes began to leak again. “That frightens me almost as much as being here,” she said. “Few people get to step away from themselves to look at who they really are.”

Leven didn’t answer. Moonlight poured over him and ran down his left side. He could feel the sensation of it and marveled at the complexity and beauty of Foo. Two stars streaking across the sky crashed into each other and sent sparks flying everywhere. Leven thought he heard the moon sigh.

A small, burning secret raced up from behind Leven and drifted up his leg. Before Leven noticed, it was perched on his nose and staring him in the eyes.

“I had a lifelong crush on Sally Teon,” the secret giggled as it danced on Leven’s nose.

Leven swatted it away. The small secret happily flew off into the night.

“I thought you said it wouldn’t follow us,” Leven whispered.

“That was just another decoy secret,” Clover replied from on top of Leven’s head, still invisible. “The big one won’t expose itself.”

“What are you talking about?” Janet asked, not having seen the tiny secret.

“Nothing,” Leven said, looking in the direction the secret had run.

“So, can I affect what I’m like in Reality?” Janet asked. “I mean, can I help change myself in the condition I’m in?”

“I don’t know,” Leven answered. “But it’s probably not too late to try.”

For a second Janet’s eyes showed hope, but that hope was quickly drowned by more tears. Clover materialized and offered Janet a tissue from his void. She reached for it, and they were both reminded of her limitations.

“Sorry,” Clover said, feeling bad about offering it. “When I see a person crying, I just naturally . . . and, well, I forgot you weren’t really a person but a . . . I mean, people come in all shapes and sizes and well . . . I wonder what it would feel like to be invisible right now.”

Clover disappeared hastily while Janet continued to cry and drift along behind Leven. He walked steadily across the gorge, his feet kicking up the moonlight wherever he stepped. Light flashed like sparks around his shoes.

After a time, Clover reappeared on the top of Leven’s head. The sycophant commented on how much he preferred being carried to walking himself. Leven smiled and reached up and scratched him behind his ear.

Leven could clearly see the other side now. He slowed and looked around him. For the thousandth time in so few days he was amazed at where he was. The bridge across the gorge reminded him a little of the ice highway that he and Winter had driven on while crossing the Atlantic Ocean.

The glow at the bottom of Fissure Gorge belched, and warm air raced up, sending the streaks of moonlight shooting back into the sky.

“Why are we slowing?” Janet asked.

“Yeah,” Clover added, “I don’t want this bridge to change its mind about holding together.”

“It really is beautiful here,” Leven said. “I can’t wait to see Cork and the other parts.”

Leven kicked up a puddle of moonlight as he picked up his pace. He waved the moonlight away as if it were a batch of bubbles.

“Beautiful?” Janet scoffed. “Don’t be stupid. I think you have—” She stopped herself, realizing that she needed help, not more enemies. “I suppose if you squint it’s not awful,” she tried.

Clover squinted and looked at Janet as if she were daft. There was a light wind, and Janet drifted over just a bit. She tried to grab Leven’s arm for support, but she had that pesky lack-of-substance problem still going on.

“Just let the wind go through you,” Clover advised.

Trying to do so, Janet drifted back a few feet and then began moving forward again.

Sitting on Leven’s shoulder, Clover spoke softly into Leven’s ear. “So, now that we’re out here, why don’t you show me what you dug up?”

“What?” Leven replied, playing innocent but knowing perfectly well that Clover was referring to the metal key he had found when he was digging up the secret.

“I saw that key,” Clover explained. “You pulled it out before the secret.”

Leven wanted to show Clover the key, but he didn’t want anyone to take it away before he understood what it was.

“If it’s made of metal, it needs to be reported,” Clover warned.

“Really?” Leven asked. He thought back to when he had been ten and had attended a baseball game in Oklahoma. Terry had won two free tickets in a radio contest. Terry didn’t want to take Leven, but Addy had screamed and yelled at him about how important it was that Leven have a positive male role model so that he didn’t grow up and come back and steal from them.

The afternoon had been nice—the weather had been warm, the game exciting, and Terry had sat two sections away from Leven. Then, in the sixth inning, as a soda vendor was walking up the stairs near Leven, a foul ball flew up and hit the vendor in the back of the head.

The poor guy collapsed, his drinks bouncing and rolling all over. One can of soda fell into Leven’s lap, and he quickly slipped it under his seat. The vendor was dazed, but after he shook it off he began collecting his sodas. He wasn’t sure, because of the blow to his head, but he thought he was missing three. Leven’s face burned red as he nudged the cold soda beneath his seat with his toe. He wanted to give it back, but he had only tasted soda a couple of times in his life, and he was so thirsty. After the vendor asked four more times, however, Leven sheepishly pulled out the soda and pretended that he had just found it.

His hope was that the vendor would let him keep it. The vendor didn’t. In fact, he didn’t even say thanks. The imagined taste of what Leven had missed was still strong in his mouth.

Now he was afraid that if he showed Clover the key, Clover might make him give it up. Clover smiled and held out his hand.

Leven sighed. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the key. It was a golden color, and as a bit of moonlight touched it, the key glistened. Reluctantly, Leven set it in Clover’s palm.

“Beautiful,” Clover whispered. “It’s definitely metal.”

Leven held out his hand, and Clover hesitantly gave him the key back.

“Hold on,” Clover said, reaching into his void. He pulled out a thin string of leather. “Put the key on this,” Clover explained. “Then you can keep it around your neck and you won’t lose it.”

Leven took the leather string and threaded it through the key. He tied a square knot and slipped the key and band over his head. Leven pulled on the neck of his shirt, and the key slipped down, hidden beneath.

“What was that?” Janet demanded. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing,” Clover insisted. “Drift over there.”

Janet did as she was told. Clover disappeared, and Leven touched his T-shirt to make sure the key was still there.

“Be careful who you tell,” Clover whispered.

“I will,” Leven said, rubbing his chest.

“Are you okay?” Clover asked.

Leven didn’t answer, but something wasn’t right.
  

Chapter Twenty-Six

Entering Morfit
 

It was considerably warmer than Winter usually preferred it. She was also much hungrier than she had been in a long time. Winter half wished for the filler crisp Clover had given her at sea. Her stomach felt like an empty cavern filled with nothing but wind.

Jamoon had not fed her in captivity, and the only food she had been able to find in the hours since she had espcaped were some young bickerwicks growing at the base of a sweaty fantrum tree. Not all fantrum trees are created equal, mind you. Some thrive well in the cold, others do better in the blistering heat, and some do all right in either. Unfortunately for the trees, however, they usually don’t get to choose where they’re planted. So, those poor fantrum trees who are stuck in a hot place when they prefer the cold will sweat a lot. And wherever there is fantrum sweat, there are bickerwicks.

Bickerwicks grow in clusters around the base of sweaty trees, and as they grow and begin to crawl they emit a chilling zap that keeps the trees cold. Bickerwicks are small, orange, and egg-shaped. They are spongy and have a marshmallow taste, but they are also cranky and make such a fuss as you chew that a person can tolerate only a few of them at a time. In her state of hunger, however, Winter had eaten more than just a few.

She was now regretting it.

Gulping them down as fast as she had, she had failed to chew them thoroughly. Winter could still hear them yelling and fighting with each other from inside her stomach. She willed her digestive system to hurry up and digest them.

Her stomach rumbled.

Winter skirted past a flock of mud-covered little men who were building a large wooden vat, and through a prairie filled with temperamental holes that kept opening and then snapping shut at her. Without the bodysuit she had been shrouded in, her feet were bare. Winter found a couple of thick fantrum leaves and, using strips of kindle moss for laces, fashioned herself a pair of makeshift shoes.

They were far from fashionable, but they fit.

Winter had no clear idea where she had been held captive, so she simply headed downhill.

After about an hour she spotted the top of Morfit in the far distance. The peaks were covered by a large, lazy gathering of thick, orange hazen.

“Morfit,” Winter whispered in awe. From what Jamoon had said, perhaps that was where she would find the pieces of the puzzle that would show her who she really was.

Winter proceeded with caution, having no idea who she would encounter or who was on her side. In fact, she wasn’t sure what side she was on any longer. She wished she could just find Leven and Geth and have them help her sort things out. Winter kept her eye on the top of Morfit and pressed forward, hoping to find a clue there.

Two hours later, Winter could see the base of Morfit at the end of the road she was on. As always, beings from all over Foo were walking toward Morfit, carrying boulders that represented their guilt or sorrow or sin. After arriving, they would set their rocks in place and walk away without their burdens.

Winter couldn’t believe how huge Morfit was. Her memory of it was vague, but she couldn’t recall it being nearly this humongous. It sat there like an entire mountain range, its base thick and as wide as a large lake. It was different shades of black, causing it to look as if it were covered in bruises of varied intensity. There were smaller mounds in front of larger mounds and larger mounds circling a massive center peak higher than the rest. At the top of the peak was a lone tower that looked tiny and millions of miles away. All over Morfit there were holes and caves and archways—thousands of openings in the great black mountain. The size and darkness of the place were overwhelming.

“We have to be losing,” she whispered to herself. “Unless I’m on the bad side,” she amended, “in which case it looks like we’re doing okay.”

A high, crumbling brick wall surrounded Morfit. It wrapped around the entire mountain, resembling a fat, decaying worm with moldy growth between its segments. There were four entrances—one on each side of the towering mountain. Outside the wall were round lumps of earth, houses to rants and cogs who had not yet proven their loyalty to the point of Morfit granting them a place to live.

Winter emerged from the woods, breaking from the forest near the entrance at the back of Morfit. Two huge rants stood near the gate. Both held thick kilves and were carefully checking those passing through the gate. Winter watched one of the rant guards stop a traveler and pull back the traveler’s hood to look at his face. They appeared to be searching for someone. The thought made Winter happy, knowing that if they were still looking, Geth and Leven were probably still free.

“I need in,” she whispered to herself.

Winter looked at the ends of her hair and at her arms.

“This won’t do,” she said. “They’ll spot me instantly.” She slipped back into the forest, looking for a wen nest. Winter’s memory was filled with holes, but she had recollections of many small bits of Foo and the people and creatures who occupied the realm. Wens were common birds who laid eggs that were good for only one thing—throwing. So many dreams coming into Foo involved people throwing or smashing things, and the wens were a result of that. They laid eggs that were filled with nothing but color, perfect for young kids to steal and throw at things.

Winter, however, had another use in mind. She climbed seven trees before she found one. A large wen with a pink puffy face, a green pointed beak, and no feathers except on her behind, was sitting in the nest. The wen saw Winter and sighed. She mumbled and then grudgingly moved her plush behind to reveal a nest full of white eggs covered in black diamonds.

“Perfect,” Winter said.

Winter rubbed each egg with her palm, and as she did so the black diamonds changed color. Winter pulled out the three eggs that had shown red diamonds.

The wen, who had been watching, sighed again.

“Work all day just so you can throw things,” the wen complained.

“Excuse me?” Winter asked.

“I didn’t say anything,” the wen lied.

Winter didn’t feel the least bit bad stealing eggs from the wen. She knew the strange birds didn’t lay eggs to create other birds. Most wen eggs were used to torture and vandalize the Children of the Sewn who lived in the roots of the Red Grove. Winter was simply taking the eggs for a more dignified use.

Winter jumped from the tree and crouched back behind a boulder. She smashed the first egg against the top of her head.

Deep red dye bled down her hair.

She pushed the thick dye back from her forehead and smoothed it into the two pigtails she had created. Then Winter cracked the other two eggs on the sides of her head and massaged the red dye deep into her white-blonde hair. It was messy, but it was working. In a few minutes, Winter had brilliantly red hair.

It still wasn’t enough of a disguise.

Winter washed her hands off in a small stream and worked herself back out to the trail. A couple of people passed her, each carrying rocks to drop off. Behind them a single cog in a black cloak was making his way down the path, carrying a rock in his cold blue hands. He was mumbling something about how he would never lie to his wife again once he set that rock down.

Winter stepped out in front of him, holding her kilve in her right hand.

“Ah!” the cog screamed, his orange forehead wrinkling.

“Heading to Morfit?” Winter asked.

“Yes,” he said.

“Drop your burden and cover it with your cloak,” Winter insisted, waving the kilve.

“But I need—”

“The rules have changed,” she snapped. “Drop it here!”

“But—”

Winter didn’t want to, but she swung her kilve and struck the cog behind his right knee. His leg buckled, and he fell to the ground, dropping his rock. He struggled to get to his feet. Winter thrust her kilve down, pinning the back of his robe to the ground. The poor cog pulled and screamed his way out of his cloak, then took off running as fast as he could, yelling something about his wife and waving his blue hands in the air.

“It’s so much easier when they just obey,” Winter said, wondering where she had learned to use a kilve like that.

She slipped the cloak on and pulled the hood up over her head. Then she picked up the rock, held it in front of her, and began to shuffle toward Morfit, moaning. A small shadow passed over her. Winter looked up. Way overhead she saw the sickly rant she had left in the ice cave. He was riding on the back of a large roven. The roven screamed and swooped toward Morfit.

Winter pulled her hood even tighter around her head, hoping not to be spotted.

Near the gate she met up with two other travelers and tried to make it look as if she were moving with them. One was carrying a rock; the other had a bundle of fabric. Winter could clearly see the rants that were guarding the door—both were as tall as the actual gate. One rant stopped the nit carrying the fabric.

“Business, or the result of pleasure?” the rant questioned, bending down.

“I’m to see the Council of Whisps,” the nit said.

The rant laughed. “The Council is gone.”

“Gone?” the nit panicked. “My cause was up for review. I’ve brought them fabric. When will they be back?”

“Never,” the other rant growled.

The poor nit just stood there, looking as though his life was over. “What’s happening?” Winter heard him whisper to himself as she shuffled past.

“Stop!” the taller rant commanded Winter.

“Business, or the result of pleasure?” he demanded.

“Business,” Winter said. “I have dreams to trade.”

“Where did you get that?” he asked, referring to the kilve she carried.

“It was given to me by a rant much bigger than you,” she said with authority. “Now, may I pass? Or would you like to explain to him why I was held up?”

Rants were not great under pressure.

“On your way,” he waved.

Winter walked through the gate. Her heart felt like it was in her throat, as if with one good cough she could expel it. She moved farther into Morfit and stopped to compose herself.

Winter knew she shouldn’t be here; if Jamoon spotted her, there would be more trouble. But she wanted to know what Morfit held for her and what Jamoon meant by her knowing the plan. She needed to see if she could discover who she really was. She tossed aside the rock she was carrying and listened to it hiss and groan as it became part of the mountain.

Winter worked her way through the lower slums of Morfit where those who were frightened by light lived.

“Hello, pretty,” someone yelled out to Winter.

She kept going as if she hadn’t heard. He moved toward her to better make his point, and Winter pictured him in ice.

She climbed up a long, dark, twisted spiral of stone stairs. From heights all over Morfit water fell in thick streams and misty veils, the water originating in the many springs Morfit had been built around. At the top of the stairs was a round pit filled with the bones of sheep. The bones rattled as a large rat scurried through them, searching for some small scrap of leftover meat. The rat hissed at Winter and called her a spy.

Winter moved on.

She made her way along a narrow, jagged ledge that led to an archway opening up into the grand chambers. All around her were the sounds of laughter and fighting. Winter couldn’t remember Morfit being this dirty or this dark.

Above the base of Morfit was a large, roofed courtyard, ringed by small rock caves and burning torches. Gathered in that chamber were hundreds of dark-cloaked rants. Winter pulled her hood more closely around her head and entered, working her way along the back wall of the courtyard, keeping to the shadows cast by the torches.

Amazed by the vastness of the gathering, Winter began counting. She stopped at around four hundred, estimating that there must be at least two thousand rants packed into the hall. Each was standing still, as if awaiting something or someone.

Then those gathered began to chant rhythmically:

“Whole again once more.”

“Whole again forever.”

“Whole again with power.”

“Whole again.”

“Whole again.”

Winter could feel the darkness in the words. Swaying in unison, the gathered beings chanted louder, the words taking form as they mixed with the torchlight. Winter could see letters and meanings rising above the chanting crowd.

“Whole again once more.”

“Whole again forever.”

“Whole again with power.”

“Whole again!”

“Whole again!”

“Whole again!”

Winter put her hand to her heart and was surprised to find how fast it was racing. The words of the chant sizzled like drops of water in a hot pan—each word dancing on the surface and hissing into nothing but steam.

“Whole again!”

“Whole again!”

Suddenly the chanting stopped. As the words drifted downward, settling on the heads of those in attendance like ash, a tall, dark-robed figure ascended to a podium and raised his right hand.

It was Jamoon.

He stood at the front of the gathering. The bottom half of his robe billowed and swayed, filled with shadowy nihils. Every few seconds a couple of the dead birds would slip out, only to turn and work themselves back beneath his robe.

At his appearance, the crowd fell silent.
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“The Sochemists have studied the Lore Coil,” Jamoon declared. “They speak of bits of Sabine still in Reality—pieces that will work to create another gateway.”

The crowd murmured.

“Shortly they will rebuild what was destroyed,” Jamoon shouted, his voice ringing through the hall. “When the gateway is reconstructed we will have complete access and will be made whole. Our armies gather at the Guarded Border waiting to spread the message of Morfit to all parts of Foo.”

“What of Geth?” a short rant near the front yelled.

Jamoon’s right eye burned.

“Geth will be found,” Jamoon seethed. “That is why we are gathered. You are to search every bit of Foo, until you have recovered him and Leven. Dig up the gunt, tear down the trees, bury any who stand in your way, but find them—and when you do, kill them instantly. Their dead bodies are all the proof I need. They cannot be allowed to live.”

Winter opened her mouth to gasp. Unfortunately, portions of the bickerwicks in her stomach were still fighting with each other, and their bickering could be heard.

“You digest!”

“No, you! I was here second.”

A couple of rants in front of Winter turned to see what the fuss was.

“Who are you?” one asked.

“I . . .” Winter tried to answer.

It was no use. Half the crowd had now turned and was staring at her.

“It’s the girl!” one yelled.

The hall erupted with angry cries. Even from where she was, Winter could see Jamoon begin to smile. Winter turned and ran toward the entryway. Three rants stepped in front of her, and she froze them. They fell against each other and became wedged in the opening. Winter quickly turned and bolted for another entrance.

“Seize her!” Jamoon yelled.

Winter looked back at the crowd of rants and froze them all—all of them half frozen, their other halves struggling and complaining about having to hold the frozen part up. The room was now full of a variety of half-dreams complaining. Even Jamoon was stiff, but as he stood there, Winter could see the dead, decaying nihils beginning to seep out from under his frozen robe. At first there were just a few, but in a couple of seconds there were whole flocks of them, out and racing toward her. She was not about to freeze them, fearing them more as ice than as simply dead.

Winter ran as fast as she could, slipping out of the archway and leaping up a stone stairwell. Behind her she could hear the shrill caw and hiss of the rank nihils overtaking her. Winter reached the top of the stairs to find a locked door. She pictured the wooden doorknob as ice and it froze. She then slammed the blunt end of the kilve into the knob, and it shattered into a million pieces.

“Thank you,” the door sighed, happy about being set free.

The nihils were getting closer, their caws filling her head with fear.

Winter pushed the thankful wooden door open and stepped into the room behind it, then quickly closed it and leaned against it, breathing hard.

The nihils were in the stairwell outside the door.

Winter moved a large chair up against the door, but her efforts were in vain. The black nihils began pulsing through the now-gaping knob hole like a geyser of oil. They flowed through the knob hole and under the small gap beneath the door, screaming and hissing like a cold, biting wind.

Winter did a little screaming of her own.

The nihils swarmed around her, biting and scratching her with their beaks and talons. Winter waved the kilve at them, but it was useless. As they closed about her, she had difficulty breathing and could see her vision fading. In a matter of moments she was unconscious and lying in a helpless heap on the floor.

The nihils turned and flew out of the room. They swept back down the stairs and over the half-frozen crowd. When they reached Jamoon they circled him tightly, warming him with their movements.

Jamoon soon thawed and headed up to Winter.
  

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Snapped
 

The media had no idea what to make of it—a full-sized plane landing upside down in the middle of a busy freeway with no fatalities? Baffling. The only injuries reported were some scrapes and bruises and two broken arms, both belonging to the same person.

Some who witnessed the incredible episode claimed that fiery, demon clouds had softly set the plane down. Those who reported the story refused to even humor such a silly account. Regardless, traffic along Interstate 40 was backed up for hundreds of miles as everyone scratched their heads and wondered just how to move an upside-down 747.

Dennis sat on the edge of the freeway next to a number of other stunned passengers. He had a small, blue, airline blanket wrapped around his shoulders and was drinking some bottled water that a Red Cross volunteer had handed him. He really had no idea what had happened, but he was pretty sure he had something to do with it. He figured it would be best not to point that out to others.

After everyone had been evacuated from the plane, Dennis had noticed a small patch of black moving behind some foliage off to the side of the road. He watched it glide from one tree to another, almost as if it were stalking him. He could see it even now, lying beneath a large bush.

Dennis unzipped the fanny pack and looked down at Ezra.

“Did we do this?” Dennis whispered.

“We helped,” Ezra said, jumping out of the fanny pack and up onto Dennis’s shoulder.

“What is that blackness?” Dennis asked, motioning with his head to the bush at the bottom of the embankment.

“Not exactly sure,” Ezra said. “But it’s from Foo like me. It tried to talk to me—called me Geth,” Ezra spat.

Dennis put his head in his hands and sighed. “I should never have ordered a sandwich.”

The black shadow wriggled beneath the bush down below as trucks and cars drove by, people gawking and honking at the plane up above.

“Follow me,” Ezra said to Dennis.

Ezra jumped from Dennis’s shoulder and dropped down the side of the tree-lined embankment.

“I don’t think we’re supposed to . . .” Dennis slapped his forehead. “Ahhh,” he gasped, stumbling over the guardrail and rolling awkwardly down the embankment after Ezra.

As usual, nobody noticed Dennis.

When he stopped rolling, Dennis scrambled to his feet and ducked behind some trees near the bush where the black spot was lying. The blackness fluttered away, moving deeper into the growth, with Ezra right on its tail. Dennis limped along after them, rubbing his sore knees and elbows. In a few minutes they had moved into a forest, far enough away from the freeway that they could barely hear the noise of the traffic. To Dennis it felt as if they were miles away from civilization.

The black shadow stopped, hovering above a decaying tree that lay sprawled out on the forest floor.

“Who are you?” Ezra yelled.

The blackness pulsated and whipped itself into a more ghostlike form. It had two small hands, tiny eyes, and an oozing mouth.

“Who are you?” it hissed. “You’ve been touched by Foo.”

“‘Touched,’ my ankle,” Ezra raged. “I’ve been cheated by Geth. He lives, complete and free, while I am nothing but anger.”

“Geth,” Sabine hissed.

“We are heading to the gateway to make things right,” Ezra sneered. “If you wish, you can be my servant.”

Sabine laughed wickedly. “You fool,” he hissed. “The gateway is gone.”

Dennis knew Ezra well enough to know that he was going to have to hold him back. He grabbed onto Ezra’s legs and tiny tail as the furious toothpick swung with his arms and swore, trying to get at Sabine. Dennis could feel the anger raging through Ezra. It seemed to bleed out of the toothpick and into Dennis’s blood. The sensation was almost overpowering.

“Fool?” Ezra seethed at Sabine. “I’ll show you who the fool is.”

Sabine withdrew a couple of feet.

“Listen,” Dennis said, trying to calm things down and to understand the rage he himself was beginning to feel. “I think . . .” he stopped to soak in the rage. He opened and closed his eyes slowly. “I think . . .”

“Who are you?” Sabine hissed, drifting up to Dennis. “Who are you?”

“I’m Dennis,” he answered, his body trembling with gathering anger.

“He’s nobody!” Ezra yelled, his purple tassel writhing like a nest of snakes.

“Nobody?” Dennis whispered, his head beginning to pound.

“Nobody!” Ezra screamed. “I’m only using him to get me to the gateway.”

Dennis couldn’t remember feeling more agitated.

In the far distance the sound of sirens screamed. Dennis looked down at Ezra. He was holding the angry toothpick between his thumb and finger, and he studied the little monster’s ugly face. It was contorted with rage and hatred. Dennis fed off the anger. He thought of all the times his father had been disappointed in him. He thought of how his mother had always wished he were taller or smarter. He thought about his employers and how they had always dismissed him as a nobody. He knew they weren’t even aware that he had left. And he thought of what he was doing. Sure, it was a ridiculous quest, but it was a purpose.

The anger Dennis felt was so strong he couldn’t stop shaking. He looked down again at Ezra, who was still screaming.

“Nobody!” Ezra repeated. “Didn’t you hear me? I said—”

Dennis couldn’t help himself. He grabbed the top of Ezra and in one angry motion bent him in half. It was so sudden and unexpected that Ezra had no time to react.

Dennis stared at the bent toothpick. Ezra’s upper half was connected to his lower half by only a thin splinter of wood. The top half of Ezra stared up at Dennis in total shock.

“You . . .” Ezra sputtered. “I . . .”

Dennis looked at Ezra in his palm and felt no pity. In the distance the sirens grew louder.

“I’ll be making the decisions now,” Dennis seethed, a look of determination on his face such as he had never had before.

Stunned into silence, Ezra blinked weakly, and Sabine withdrew a couple of inches.

Dennis looked up, his eyes red and wet, his blood filled with anger.

“Dennis,” Sabine hissed.

Dennis reached out with such surety that Sabine didn’t even flinch. He grabbed Sabine and twisted him around his forearm like a thick rope. Sabine responded by spreading up and around Dennis’s shoulders, forming a ragged, black cloak. Sabine’s eyes and mouth lay two-dimensionally at the neck of the cloak.

“I’ve never dreamed before,” Dennis said angrily.

“I can fix that,” Sabine hissed.

“I want to see this Foo,” Dennis demanded.

“Of course,” Sabine hissed. “Of course, Darrin.”

Dennis turned and lowered his head so that Sabine’s white eyes were directly in view of his. “My name is Dennis,” he spat angrily.

“Of course,” Sabine hissed.

“Listen . . .” Ezra weakly begged.

Dennis wasn’t in the mood to listen. He stuffed Ezra’s broken body into the fanny pack, Ezra moaning the whole time. Then, straightening his wrinkle-proof pants and wearing Sabine as a tattered, open cloak, Dennis stood tall and puffed out his chest. He smoothed the sticker the bank teller had placed on his chest, viciously zipped up his fanny pack, and stomped farther into the woods, leaving behind the scene of the accident and the person he once was.

Dennis felt invincible.
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Tim Tuttle was slightly nervous about flying. Normally, he wouldn’t have given it a second thought, but the strange story he had just heard about a plane landing upside down on a freeway was making him a bit uneasy.

Uneasy but determined.

People were also talking about the twenty-four-story office building in North Carolina that had simply gotten up from the corner it was on and “walked” to the opposite side of the street. A plane landing upside down, a building changing location: nobody had a logical explanation for either event. Some thought it was the result of earthquakes and tornadoes, but the problem with that theory was that there was no other indication that any earthquake or tornado had actually occurred. One television network reported that these incidents were illusions staged by a clever magician who was trying to make a name for himself. They retracted their story a couple of hours later.

The world seemed like a crazy place. What made Tim most uneasy was that in the very back of his mind he couldn’t help but think that all these things were somehow connected to what Winter was going through.

Before his flight, Tim had spent the day at the library, researching newspaper stories from around the world. If it was true, and Winter did have some way of freezing things or hypnotizing people, there certainly had to be an article documenting something odd going on somewhere. And Tim figured that if that odd thing had something to do with ice, then he might be back on the trail.

Unfortunately, the newspapers were full of odd people and odd events. But nothing he had found had any obvious connection to Winter or Leven or ice.

There was one brief article, buried in a London newspaper, describing a bizarre incident that had taken place in a Munich, Germany, train station a few days previous. According to the report, something had turned the station into a chaotic mess, with travelers being hurled around or lifted up by unidentified assailants. Blame was tentatively placed on a malfunctioning new heating system at the station, but nobody who had been there bought into that at all.

There were quotes from passengers who had lived through the ordeal. Tim would have thought it was simply another odd story, except for the last quote from a Frau Dent. She had said: “A young boy and girl started clapping, and for some reason that seemed to help settle things down.”

There was no mention of ice, but the young boy and girl stood out. Tim had printed the article and stared at it for hours, thinking. When he called his wife, Wendy, to tell her what he had found, she encouraged him to do what he thought best.

“I’ve always wanted to go to Germany,” Tim said, “and my passport’s current from that convention of the International Waste and Litter Society last year in Nottingham.”

“Then go find her,” Wendy urged.

So, Tim was now on a plane crossing the Atlantic Ocean, wondering what in the world he would find when he landed in Germany. Winter had meant a lot to his family, but this quest was more than that. For the very first time he was truly beginning to understand just how important Winter was. The secret the old lady had whispered to him was finally beginning to make sense—sort of.

“She holds the seventh key, but does not know it. Watch her carefully.”

Tim turned off his overhead light and pulled his ball cap down over his eyes. He needed sleep, and he had a feeling this might be his last chance to get some for a while.

“Seventh key,” he whispered as he drifted off, wondering how he could watch Winter when he still had no idea where she was.
  

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Signs o’ the Time
 

By the time Leven and Clover and Janet reached the other side of Fissure Gorge, Janet had stopped crying, Leven’s stomach hurt worse than ever, and Clover had tried more times than you can count to convince Leven to let him take care of the key. On the Niteon side there was a giant stone wall running along the entire length of the gorge, protecting Niteon from who knows what. Leven stepped off the bridge, through an opening in the wall, and onto solid ground.

“You’re a beauty. I’ll tell the world about you!” Leven yelled back to the bridge as he walked away.

The sentry bird on the Niteon side was less kind, ordering Leven to move on and stop talking to the bridge.

“They can sense insincerity,” the big bird chirped, thinking Leven was being sarcastic.

Leven moved away from the gorge and into Niteon. He could see nothing but a moonlit landscape. There were small hills and beautiful trees dotting and accentuating everything he could see. A broad stone path, with stone arches randomly stretching over it, ran far enough into the distance that Leven couldn’t see the end of it. The only structure in sight was the giant bird’s guardhouse.

“So, why do birds guard the bridge?” Leven asked Clover as they passed beneath two stone arches and onto the path leading to Cork.

“What else would birds do?” Clover asked, confused.

Leven shrugged. It didn’t feel right to go farther without Geth. In Leven’s mind there was no way Geth could have gotten in front of them, and it made sense to wait a bit for him.

He mentioned his concern to Clover.

“You’re forgetting that Geth could have traveled in a number of ways,” Clover said. “He could have found a sarus and ridden on top of it the whole way. Or he could be traveling on the back of a roven, or maybe he hitched a ride with a Sympathetic Twill and has taken one of the other bridges. You watch. When we get to the turrets, he’ll be there.”

“You’re right,” Leven said, knowing he needed to just focus on their goal of reaching the turrets and let fate do the rest.

Leven motioned for Janet to follow him and began walking quickly toward the turrets. In the distance there was a thick, lumpy patch of black horizon, darker than the night.

“What’s that darkness over there?” Leven asked, pointing toward a gigantic, cystlike growth in the sky. Even in the darkness of the night it stood out, looking like a mushy black hole. It was in the opposite direction of the fire shooting up from the turrets. The blackness looked too substantive to actually be hovering in the air.

“It’s not good,” Clover said.

“Then what is it?”

“Bad,” Clover suggested, sounding as though he wasn’t all that impressed with Leven’s level of knowledge.

“I understand opposites,” Leven said, frustrated.

“We used to have the most spectacular sunrises,” Clover said, leading into an explanation. “It’s been many years, but we in Foo used to wake to find the marvelous dreams of mankind painting our world brilliant colors. Like a kaleidoscope. Sure, there were always spots and lines of black, and mornings of great darkness, but mankind was ultimately moving forward and dreamed of being better. There were some who were selfish, but now . . .

“That blackness is the result of sick dreams. The Children of the Sewn can’t frame the dark dreams fast enough. And the museum expansion where they hang and store the dreams has been caught up in bureaucratic red tape for years. But, if they can frame a rotten dream, then it is less likely to spread and grow. Whereas the good dreams, when properly framed, are much easier to focus in on and achieve—their frames expand. But as I was saying, the Children of the Sewn are behind in both areas.”

“Children of the Sewn?” Leven asked.

“They have the gift of framing the dreams of mankind.”

“You can’t frame dreams,” Janet spoke up, making it obvious that she had been listening in. “Dreams are just your brain trying to sort out all the garbage life throws at you.”

Clover made himself visible. “Excuse me?” he asked.

“I saw it on a TV special,” Janet said with less enthusiasm. “It’s just your brain trying to organize the junk you see during the day. I’m pretty sure that’s what’s happening to me now.”

Clover shook his head.

“This can’t be real,” Janet said. “I can’t even touch you.”

“It wouldn’t be appropriate anyhow,” Clover pointed out.

“I can’t eat. I can’t even sit,” Janet complained. “And I can feel I’m somewhere else. Somewhere, someone just needs to wake me up.”

“Sorry,” Clover said unsympathetically. “You are very much awake, both here and in Reality. The sooner you understand that, the better off you’ll be.”

Janet looked at Leven as if he might have something to add.

Leven shrugged. “I don’t know much more than you,” he said. “But I do know that despite things looking different here, I can feel it’s real.”

Janet didn’t argue, but she did begin crying again.

“Women,” Clover said, disappearing.

Leven and Clover and Janet picked up their pace, running along a narrower, worn stone path that bordered the brink of the gorge. Every few hundred feet the path in front of them would suddenly lift up, move to the right or to the left, and then drop down again, creating a new trail in a new direction. The fourth time the path did that, Leven began to question if they were going the right way.

“We are,” Clover insisted. “Just stay on the path.”

“But it keeps changing,” Leven said, his breathing labored.

“It’ll make up its mind eventually,” Clover said. “No path wants to just lie there. It’s trying to provide you the best journey.”

“That’s nice and all, but we need to get there.”

“We will.”

“Isn’t there a normal path?”

Leven was going to argue the point further, but the path in front of them had heard Leven and was insulted by his ingratitude. It no longer wanted to go to the trouble of providing an interesting journey. So the path picked itself up, rose fifty feet into the air, and then slammed down, making a straight line through some trees and right to the turrets.

“Happy?” Clover asked.

“Thrilled,” Leven answered, running even faster down the trail and toward the flame.

Leven’s concern for Geth kept him going. But he was tiring. Gradually, his running turned to jogging and the jogging turned to walking and the walking led him eventually right up the front steps of a house that sat at the entrance to the turrets. The house was four stories tall with an ivy-covered porch that wrapped all the way around the ground floor. The roof was made of wood shingles that looked dry enough to spontaneously combust. There was a wide front door that was painted blue and had a fat wooden doorknob on it. On the wall next to the door was a sign that said:

Hours: 8–8

In back of the house, a tall wooden fence ran for miles in either direction. Leven could see the high, distant flames of the turrets. They were still many miles off, beyond the fence.

“What is this place?” Leven asked, wiping sweat from his forehead and pointing to the old home.

“The gatehouse entrance to the turrets,” Clover replied.

“Entrance?”

Clover read the sign. “Gates open at eight.”

“We can’t wait for the gates to open!” Leven insisted. “Geth needs our help!”

Leven stepped onto the porch with Clover and tried the handle of the front door. It was locked. He looked back at Janet, who was still standing on the path. Leven moved to a large window under the porch and pressed his face to the glass. Inside he could see shelf after shelf, each lined with books. A couple of the books slid off their shelves and began to approach the window. Two opened and pressed themselves up against the glass, showing off their pages. Leven jumped back.

“Books are so vain,” Clover said. “Always wanting everyone to know their story. If they think for a second that you don’t know what is inside of them, they’ll strut around showing off their stuff forever.”

Another book slammed up against the glass, trying to get Leven to look at it. It was opened up to a page with a painting of a boat on the Lime Sea.

Leven moved away from the window and back over to the door. He knocked and listened for any response. Something inside banged and rattled. A few seconds later the doorknob turned, and the door opened.

Leven recognized the man instantly. It was Albert, the same gentleman he had helped rescue from the forest. Albert gave no indication that he recognized Leven. Beyond Albert, inside the house, Leven could see a fat sycophant resting in a chair with its feet dangling in a bucket.

“Gates open at nine,” Albert instructed.

“The sign says eight,” Clover said.

“Well, what do signs know? Gates open at nine.”

A couple of books had moved out of the library and were now trying to get out the front door to present themselves to Leven. Albert kicked them back with his foot.

“We have to get to the turrets,” Leven begged. “We need to meet someone.”

“Well, meet them in front of here,” Albert insisted. “There is no one inside, and no one will be allowed inside until the gates open at ten.”

“You said nine,” Leven pointed out.

“That doesn’t sound like something I would say,” Albert claimed, kicking another book. “Gates open at ten.”

Albert slammed the door.

Leven walked to the edge of the ivy-covered porch and looked around the house at the tall fence behind it, then stepped off the porch and walked toward it. He reached out to stick his hand through the slats, but as he reached, the fence shifted to block him. Leven scooted over and tried to reach again. Again the fence moved to keep him from even reaching through.

“Do you think we can climb over it?” Leven asked Clover.

“No way,” Clover said. “This fence would swat you down every time you tried. We’ll have to wait here.”

Leven was going to argue the point a bit more, but he spotted a thick patch of soft-looking green grass growing beneath some tall trees.

“I don’t know about both of you,” Leven said, “but if we have to wait, I could really use some sleep and maybe some food. My stomach feels awful.”

Clover materialized and handed Leven a filler crisp. “Just nibble it. It’ll fill you right up.”

“Thanks,” Leven said.

“So what about me?” Clover asked.

“What about you?” Leven said, kneeling down on the soft turf.

“I’m not actually tired, and you know how much trouble I can get in with a couple of hours of unsupervised time. And in the dark, even.”

“Janet will watch you,” Leven mumbled, lying down on the soft green grass and closing his eyes. “Gates open at ten. Hopefully.”

Clover looked at Leven and tisked. He looked up at Janet, who had begun crying again.

“Wanna play a game or something?” he asked.

She just stood there.

“Come on,” Clover finally said, “follow me.”

Janet followed Clover into the trees.
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The moonlight rested upon the secret’s shoulders like a thick dusting of dandruff. A light wind caused the dandruff to swirl. The very tip of the secret’s feet still burned orange from the heat of the soil; the rest of it had cooled nicely and was practically invisible to the naked eye. It swatted a few pesky decoy secrets away from its head.

It breathed.

It then exhaled a torrent of soft whispers and low murmurings. The secret stepped lightly across the ground. It had braved crossing the bridge and was now moving down the same path Leven had traveled earlier.

It sought the soul who had dug it up.

It had not gotten a complete look at who had set it free, but it had seen the eyes, and that should be enough. The secret shivered. It could still feel the hands of the nit who had buried it so many years before. It could also feel the fear and the anxiety the nit had placed deep in the soil along with it.

The secret expanded and then contracted. It wanted so deeply to let go of what it was holding inside. Even in its state, it knew it held a secret that many would kill to hear.

It reached the turret’s gatehouse.

For some reason it was frightened of the sycophant and was relieved to see no sign of it. But there beneath the trees by the fence lay a tall boy sleeping.

The secret moved closer, making no more sound than a pair of bare feet walking in long grass.

The secret whispered, hoping the boy would stir and open his eyes slightly.

The boy moaned and rolled over, his closed eyes pressing into the grass.

The secret whispered louder.

It was no use; the boy was sound asleep.

The secret moved behind the trees. It would wait.
  

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Throwing Fear
 

Winter could feel her hands beneath her chin and her knees pushed up against her chest as she sat curled up in a ball on the dirt floor. She opened her eyes, but couldn’t see much more than she had been able to with them closed. She straightened her back and moved into a kneeling position. The soil around her knees crunched and crackled. Her head felt thick and littered with streaks of darkness that the bite of the rotting nihils had left behind. Winter was covered in leftover bits from the decaying birds—a claw here, a beak there, and two eyeballs caught in the hem of her shirt.

As her green eyes adjusted to the dark, Winter looked around the room she was in, taking in every inch. The room was huge, with white, tile-covered walls and a domed ceiling. At the center of the dome was a small opening that created a skylight of sorts. A circle of moonlight was dripping in, and Winter could hear the sound of wind building.

Jamoon stood at the edge of the moonlight near a table filled with steaming food. Winter had forgotten how hungry she was. In the corner of the room was Jamoon’s roven. The roven rocked sideways, clicking its lips. Jamoon ripped off a big piece of meat from a platter on the table and threw it to the roven.

Winter thought about diving toward the food, but instead she worked her way up onto her feet and dusted off her knees and palms. She touched her sore shoulder and winced. The last thing she could remember was running from Jamoon’s nihils.

Jamoon smiled. Of course, it wasn’t the kind of smile you would see on a four-year-old in a family portrait; it was more like the kind of smile a wicked darkness would smile after it had successfully destroyed everything good that had ever existed. Jamoon was still wearing his robe, and the dream he had stepped into Morfit with was of a body builder. His left side was ripped and strong. Most rants would never leave Morfit if they were lucky enough to get such a useful left half. The body-builder side matched some of the natural strength and size Jamoon’s right side enjoyed. The bottom of Jamoon’s robe billowed.

“Do you not recognize this room?” Jamoon asked tauntingly.

Before Winter could answer there was a knock on the door and a cog entered, carrying a small board with a dream film over it. The blue-handed cog showed the board to Jamoon.

Winter looked around again. The room was familiar to her. She tried to force her mind to remember.

Jamoon handed the board back to the cog.

“Well,” Jamoon said, “there is still some uncertainty, but the Sochemists feel that your beloved Geth is dead.”

Winter’s stomach lurched.

“They are still debating it,” Jamoon went on. “But in time, they will come to an agreement.”

“He can’t be dead,” Winter insisted.

“I can bench-press my own weight,” the body-building side of Jamoon bragged.

Winter stayed quiet.

“Send the locusts,” Jamoon instructed the cog, ignoring his other half. “Transmit a message from the Sochemists. Let all of Foo know we have Winter. That should bring the boy here.”

“As you wish,” the cog said, backing out of the room and closing the door behind him.

“Geth is not dead,” Winter asserted.

“Perhaps,” Jamoon said. “The Sochemists will sort it out.”

“Just because they say it doesn’t make it so.”

“You have no understanding of the politics of Morfit.”

Winter pictured Geth in her mind. She thought she could feel he still lived. But her head was so full of dark and depressing thoughts she wasn’t sure if it was a false hope.

“You helped create this room,” Jamoon said, bringing the subject back to where it had been before the cog had entered. “You thought you were helping Foo, when in reality you were forwarding Sabine’s plan. Now look at you: alone, and possessing the blessed ability to die.”

Winter closed her green eyes. Her hands were trembling. She let her fear race through the open ceiling and out into the night air, trying to picture Leven wherever he was.

“You really don’t remember any of this, do you?” Jamoon laughed wickedly.

“I remember,” Winter lied, not wanting to give Jamoon the satisfaction of being right.

“I don’t believe you do.”

Winter was silent.

“If you do, then where’s the key?” he demanded.

Winter had absolutely no idea what Jamoon was talking about, but she decided to stick with lying.

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” she snapped, raising her green eyes to meet Jamoon’s single exposed one.

“Toy with us and Leven dies,” Jamoon said. “Of course, he will die anyway. The Lore Coil has made one thing perfectly clear: Leven is mortal. There are many who will smile at his death.”

Winter couldn’t allow such talk. She thought of Jamoon’s right side as ice. Nothing happened. She focused her green eyes. Still nothing.

Jamoon laughed. “Surprised? Your gift is useless in this room. The Want himself has touched these walls. With his touch he took away the ability for any who stand in here to exercise their gifts. Crazy fool.”

Winter could feel the panic rising in her throat like sour mush. Fear shot off her and into the air. All Winter could think of was Leven.

“No gift and the ability to die.” Jamoon stepped closer. “You betrayed us once before. Now you will pay for it.”

Jamoon seized Winter by the wrists.

“Somebody spot me,” his left side demanded.

Jamoon twisted Winter and threw her to the ground like wet garbage. The nihils beneath his robe poured out. Winter screamed, and once again her fear shot off from her, through the window, and into the night air.

“I am only letting you live so in case Geth does still exist I can use you as a bargaining chip,” Jamoon sneered. “But, I don’t have to keep you alive and well—how about just alive, and how about just barely?”

The nihils fluttered and screamed, darting around the room like black pulses of light.

Winter, still on the ground, crawled to get away. She was too slow, and there was nowhere to go. The nihils flowed beneath her like water and lifted her into the air as Jamoon stepped closer. His right eye burned with rage.

Another bolt of fear shot off of Winter and out through the window. Leven, Winter pleaded, her heart trembling.

Leven.
  

Chapter Thirty

Egyptian Silk
 

Dennis looked at himself in the hotel mirror. He moved the disposable razor over his scalp, removing the last bit of hair from his head. He was ready to be someone else. He toweled off the remaining bits of shaving cream and took another good look at himself. He was surprised to see himself smiling. It made sense, seeing how he had never been happier. He had also never been more sinister. As a general rule, sinisterism is usually not that happy a thing, but Dennis was so new to it, he couldn’t properly interpret his feelings. He dried off the top of his bald head and looked back at Sabine.

Sabine was sprawled out on the second bed in the hotel, looking like a ghostly black towel. All the lights were turned off, aside from the small one in the bathroom. Sabine preferred the dark. Dennis had worn him in as a robe, and now Sabine was trying to feel sinister despite the elegant, thousand-thread-count sheets he was lying on. Luckily for every wicked cause he was a part of, he was perfectly sinister, whether sleeping on satin or in soil.

Dennis had no answers as to what his future held, but he and Sabine felt that heading toward the spot where the gateway had been located was as good a move as any. With Dennis’s help it might be possible to build a new and better gateway. Dennis picked up the fanny pack and pulled out the crippled body of Ezra. He looked at what he now saw as the pathetic little tyrant and wondered where he would be now if he had ordered a piece of pizza instead of the sandwich Ezra had been in.

“Need to look at what you did?” Ezra seethed, his speech weak and airy. “Broke a defenseless toothpick in half.”

Dennis pinched Ezra tightly. There was still some feeling of anger and hatred in the sliver of wood, but Dennis knew that most of the passionate hatred the toothpick had once housed had been transferred to himself.

“You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into,” Ezra coughed weakly. “You don’t have the stomach. You gutless—”

Dennis didn’t let him finish. He jammed Ezra back into the fanny pack and zipped it up.

“No stomach?” Dennis said to himself. “We’ll see.”

He splashed water on his face and approached Sabine, who was still sprawled out on the bed.

“I want to know what Foo is,” Dennis said.

“Why?” Sabine hissed from his small mouth at his far corner.

“How can I build a gateway without knowing where it leads to?”

“Foo is paradise,” Sabine seethed. “A paradise that is being withheld from people like you.”

“That doesn’t seem fair,” Dennis said, trying to sound bold. “And this gateway?”

“It will be the hope of millions,” Sabine lied. “You will be a hero to millions.”

Dennis liked that.

“And what about this Geth that Ezra spoke about?”

Sabine hissed and then breathed in very slowly. “Don’t think of Geth,” he demanded. “He will be dead before you get there. My other half will see to that.”

“And that’s a good thing?” Dennis asked.

“That’s a perfect thing,” Sabine hissed. “One less wall to knock down before we can have it all.”

Dennis liked that too.

Dennis flicked off the bathroom light and climbed into the other bed. They had an early flight to catch. Dennis slept soundly in his white shirt with the bank sticker and his wrinkle-proof pants—getting ready for whatever lay ahead.
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Tim didn’t understand a word of German. People wearing felt hats and drab clothes just stared at him as he walked down the street, trying to figure out where he was. He had taken a taxi from the airport, but the cabbie had dropped him off at the wrong spot, insisting that he was where he had asked to be.

Tim was confused. He needed the train station, but all he could see were houses and a few small businesses. He stepped into a tiny delicatessen and bought a bit of cheese and bread with some of the money he had exchanged at the airport.

“Excuse me,” Tim tried. “Train station?”

The owner of the shop looked at him as if he had just let a pack of monkeys loose in his store.

“Trains?” Tim said again.

The owner wiped his hands on his apron and pointed to the west. “You go,” he insisted.

Tim couldn’t tell if he was being instructed to leave or given directions.

“Thank you,” Tim said, backing out. “Guten Tag,” he added, trying to be gracious.

The German shopkeeper just shook his head.

Tim walked down the street in the direction he had been pointed. Germany was so green and beautiful, with honest-looking people. He couldn’t believe he was here. If someone had asked him two weeks before where he would be today, he never would have guessed.

Tim was happy collecting trash. Now here he was halfway across the world, working off a hunch to find Winter and a boy named Leven. As with the trash he collected, he couldn’t wait to figure out the story behind what remained.

After walking two miles, Tim found the train station. He walked in and looked around as if the answer might be right there.

It wasn’t.

Instead, there were rows of wooden benches in the middle of the depot and people walking back and forth trying to catch trains that would take them someplace they would stay until they went someplace else.

Tim walked through the crowd and up to the ticket window. Behind the glass sat a skinny woman with braided hair and crooked white teeth. She smiled, which took Tim by surprise.

“Do you speak English?” Tim asked, smiling back.

“A bit,” she said, still smiling.

“I read about the situation that happened here a couple of days ago,” he tried. “People flying around.” Tim waved his arms in the air as if to demonstrate.

Her smile left.

“Were you here?” he asked.

“No,” she said solemnly. “But Herr Wondra.” She pointed to a ticket window four glass panels down. “He was here.”

“Thanks,” Tim said.

He slipped four windows down and found himself facing a man with no smile.

“Do you speak English?” Tim asked.

“Of course,” he answered curtly.

“You were here during the incident?” Tim asked. “When people were flying around?”

Again with the arms.

The German man sniffed. “I was,” he said sharply. “This is a result,” he added, lifting up his right arm to show off a cast. “I hurt it flying through the ice.”

“Ice?” Tim asked, the hairs on the back of his neck dancing like a bunch of uncoordinated teenagers.

“Glass,” the man corrected. “I flew through the glass.”

“Not ice?” Tim questioned.

“Some of the glass may have . . . melted,” he finally admitted, looking around as if concerned that others would overhear. “I flew through this glass,” he said confidentially, pointing toward the pane of glass he was behind at the moment. “The glass, it . . . broke, and I fell on my arm. I was scared to be getting up. That I might get
 cut . . .” He paused to see if Tim understood.

Tim nodded, “Of course.”

“But it wasn’t glass,” he continued. “There was water everywhere and the glass was melting. I took one day off,” he said shamefacedly.

“Only one?” Tim said sympathetically.

The ticket master liked that. “I’ve never missed another day in my life,” he declared proudly.

“So it was the heater that caused all the mess?” Tim asked.

“Certainly not,” the man said, sticking out his strong German chin. “No heater could do that.”

“So what happened?”

The ticket agent looked as though he were thinking, but he obviously already had the story down. “It began while I was in pursuit of a young American.”

“Girl or boy?” Tim asked.

“Girl,” he said, as if proud of his memory. “She was in tears and wanting to travel to Berchtesgaden. I remember, because I have spent many weeks there.”

“What did she look like?” Tim asked, trying to stay calm.

“Wild, blonde hair,” he sniffed. “Young. Stubborn, of course.”

“Of course,” Tim said, his pulse racing. “And this Berchtes-
 gaden . . . ?” he prompted.

“Proof that God prefers Germany,” the ticket agent said proudly.

“Did she go there?” Tim asked.

“How should I know?” the agent said suspiciously. Suddenly he was far less friendly than he had been. “Why all the questions?” he asked.

“No reason.”

“Are you traveling somewhere?” the agent asked, switching to a professional tone. “If not, please step aside.”

“Actually,” Tim said, “I would like a ticket to this Berchtesgaden place.”

The ticket agent didn’t smile. It was apparent from his eyes that he was suspicious and concerned about all he had said. He straightened himself and brushed back the sides of his hair, as if physically regaining his composure.

“Your papers, please,” he finally said.

Tim handed the man his passport, happy to oblige.
  

Chapter Thirty-One

Choosing a Path
 

Leven wasn’t dreaming—which wasn’t too surprising, seeing as how he was in Foo and dreams there are more common among those who are awake. But, even though he was not dreaming, he was most definitely sleeping. The soft bed of grass he was lying on in front of the turrets’ gatehouse was enjoying his company, and it swayed gently, rocking him as he slumbered. A couple of large mushrooms wandered over to give his head a decent place to rest. A little-known fact of Foo is that all fungi are incredibly friendly and love to be of service when they can.

If it had not been for the pain in his stomach, Leven couldn’t have been more comfortable. At the moment, he was sleeping face-down on the grass, his forehead resting on the spongy mushrooms.

Small wits, tattered pieces of old dreams with a bit of life still left in them, watched over Leven. The wits liked to hide in trees, disguised as odd-looking leaves. They would pluck off the large fantrum leaves to make space for themselves in the trees. The plucked leaves from the nearby trees had drifted down and covered Leven in his sleep. He was so camouflaged that when Clover came back looking for him, he didn’t spot him right off. Luckily, Leven gave himself away by his contented snoring.

Clover leaned over Leven and gently shook him.

“Leven,” he said softly. “Leven, wake up.”

Leven barely stirred.

“Leven,” Clover said casually, “that whisp woman’s in trouble.”

Leven’s eyes flew open, and he sat up. He looked at Clover, blinking. He shook his head and tried to pull his thoughts together.

“Janet’s in trouble?” he asked, still confused by sleep.

“Oh, Janet. That’s right,” Clover laughed. “I keep wanting to call her Pam.”

Leven rubbed his eyes and stood. “Is she in trouble?”

“Here’s the thing,” Clover said, clearing his throat. “Someone I know wanted to sleep, and so as to not bother you I decided to show Whispy a game I used to play. I never thought anyone would take her.”

“She’s been taken?” Leven said. “By who?”

“I don’t know.” Clover tried to cry. When he could see Leven wasn’t buying it, he knocked it off. “They had horns and outdated hair. Oh, and they were dressed in fire.”

“Fire?” Leven asked.

“Their skin was burning and they were wailing. Probably because of their hair,” Clover said. “They told Janet to follow them, and she did.”

Leven was fully awake now. He looked about wildly. “We need to find her. Do you know where they were going?”

“My guess is to the gorge, or the Guarded Border, or the Lime Sea.”

Leven put his head in his hands and sighed. “What game were you playing, anyway?” he asked.

Clover was quiet for a moment. “Rotscotch?” he finally said tentatively.

“Rotscotch? How do you play that?”

“I don’t want to bore you with the details,” Clover waved. “Let’s just say it’s really fun and involves decay and jumping.”

Leven gave Clover a serious look.

“All right,” Clover sighed. “It wasn’t really so much a game as me wanting her to dig up something for me to eat.”

“She can’t dig,” Leven pointed out.

“Tell me about it,” he said. “She was a lousy player. I ended up having to do most of the work. But as I was digging around some trees, I accidentally dug up some things I shouldn’t have—some bad thoughts,” Clover whispered. “Judging by their hair, I’d say they’d been buried there since the early seventies.”

Thanks to Terry, Leven’s step-guardian, Clover had watched a lot of TV while in Reality. When Leven was sleeping or doing chores, Clover would slip up by Terry and watch whatever was on. Consequently, Clover knew quite a bit about American culture, popular history, and old hairstyles.

“We need to find her,” Leven said.

“She’ll be all right,” Clover insisted. “She’s a whisp. She can drift off whenever she wants, and they can’t do a thing about it.”

“So why did you wake me up?” Leven complained.

“Gates open in five minutes,” Clover said casually.

Leven suddenly remembered why they were here. “Geth didn’t come, did he?” he asked, glancing around.

“Not yet,” Clover said, as though it were just a matter of time.

Leven’s stomach lurched again. “Why is it still so dark?” he asked, turning to face the sun.

The sun was covered by a stippled black cloud.

“Maybe it’s going to rain,” Clover said.

“I don’t think those are rain clouds,” Leven said, watching the dark, grainy splotches move closer.

“Well, then what—” Clover stopped talking and his pointed ears began to twitch, to better listen to the distant buzzing in the air.

As the cloud drifted closer, it began breaking apart. Long ribbons of darkness hurtled down from the cloud like stringy, wet noodles. To avoid the approaching storm, Leven and Clover hurried up onto the porch of the gatehouse, taking cover under its roof.

The cloud moved overhead, showing off its belly. It was a cloud, but not in the normal sense. Leven could now see that the darkness was caused by a dense swarm of locusts. All at once thousands descended, flying wildly, filling the air with the buzz of their wings.

Leven leaped for the knob on the gatehouse door, but it was locked. Locusts in plaguelike proportions whipped and tore across the sky in a boiling mass.

“What are they?” Leven yelled above the din.

“Locusts!” Clover shouted. “They communicate news from Morfit.”

The locusts began to settle, roosting on any rail or structure they could find. As soon as they landed, they dried up into small husks. Leven looked beyond the porch, and as far as he could see there was nothing but a blanket of light brown, dead locusts covering the ground. He took a step, and the husks beneath his feet disintegrated into a fine dust that drifted in the air, carrying in it the words of an unspoken message.

“There is little life left in Winter. She draws her last breath at the top of Morfit. When the morning arrives she will be no more. Neither the Waves of the Lime Sea nor the Want can prevent what will soon happen when the Ring returns.”

For the first time in his life, Leven understood the adage, “No news is good news.”

Winter was in trouble.

“What does it say?” Clover asked, refusing to touch any of the locusts.

“Winter’s in trouble,” Leven said. “We’ll have to hope fate gets Geth here because we’ve got to get to Morfit, and fast. I’ve seen people fly here in Foo. How is that possible?”

“Only with the help of dreams, unless it’s your gift,” Clover said.

Leven shook his head, knowing those were not possibilities.

“There has to be another way besides simply running there,” Leven said to himself, pacing the porch and rubbing his uneasy stomach. Desperate for a solution, Leven closed his eyes. When he opened them back up they were burning gold.

Leven looked around, light from his eyes sweeping the porch like a searchlight. He saw nothing but the images in his head. Stars streaked across his view. He saw strange, red-cloaked beings reading the locusts and hopping onto the backs of huge, lizard-looking creatures and racing across the ground. Leven shook his head and stared at Clover. His eyes were luminous.

“Wow,” Clover said, “you must really see a clear view of fate.”

“I saw some red-robed beings riding on giant lizards,” Leven said. “They were heading our direction.”

“The lizards are probably onicks,” Clover said. “I don’t—”

“Are onicks fast?” Leven interrupted.

“Not many things are faster,” Clover said. “And they’re loyal only to the rider on their back.”

“Do you have any rope in your void?” Leven asked urgently.

Clover looked at Leven like he was crazy for even questioning.

“Get it out fast,” Leven said. “And give it to me.”

“All right!” Clover cheered, reaching into his void. “This should be fun.”

Leven dashed off the porch and down the stairs, pulverizing thousands more of the dry locusts as he did so. He ran toward the edge of the locust-covered lawn. Clover was following behind him, yelling something about how real friends fill friends in.

“I’ll tell you in a second,” Leven shouted back, continuing to run. His stomach lurched and he stumbled a couple of steps before he could get his stride back.

The path they were on shifted, and Leven followed the new direction to the edge of a grove of trees. Beyond the trees was a broad, open valley. Leven could see for miles. The ground was covered in every direction with dried locusts, and in the far distance Leven could see the string of riders coming his way. Leven’s chest now burned, and he stepped back, remaining hidden in the trees. His stomach bubbled.

“Is that what you saw?” Clover asked, handing Leven a coil of white rope.

Leven let the rope uncoil. On each end was a pink, plastic handle with pink tassels.

Leven rolled his eyes. “Is this the only rope you have?” He was having a difficult time breathing. “It’s a jump rope, and it’s pink.”

Clover’s face was its own special shade of red. “Um . . . it belonged to my sister,” he tried. “And it’s all I have. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” said Leven, his face turning pale. He tightened his grasp on the end of the jump rope.

Leven peered out of the trees at the riders, who were still a long way off. Even so, the red-robed beings looked huge.

Another small decoy secret hopped out from behind a tree and flitted in front of Leven.

“Look out!” Clover yelled.

Leven saw it too late. The secret grabbed onto Leven’s nose, looked him in the eyes, and spoke: “I took the last life jacket on the sinking boat.”

The secret laughed and laughed and then floated away.

“It must have followed you across the gorge,” Clover said. “We should get out of here before the big one finds you.”

Leven held the jump rope in his hands and hoped what he had manipulated in his head a few minutes earlier would come to pass. He could see the red-cloaked beings more clearly now. There were eleven of them, each clinging to the back of a huge lizard. The lizards had flat, iguana-like heads and long, lean bodies, with thin, spiky tails. All the lizards’ legs were a blur, and the scaly beasts were running single file, moving at an astonishing speed, on a path that led right past the grove where Leven was hiding.

“Who are they?” Leven asked, willing his stomach to settle.

“Like I said, they’re onicks, and you don’t—”

“Not the lizards. The riders. Who are they?” Leven pressed.

“They are members of one of Sabine’s Rings of Plague,” Clover answered. “They must have been searching for you and Geth. The locusts have probably asked for them to return.”

“So they’re bad?” Leven asked.

“The worst,” Clover replied, turning invisible. “Listen, Leven, maybe we should give up on getting to Morfit.”

“What?” Leven asked, shocked, putting his hand to his mouth to hold back a burp.

“The Ring is dangerous,” Clover said. “We should get to Cork. We’ll be safe there. That is the job of a sycophant, keeping his burn mentally stable and safe.”

Leven didn’t reply. He knew they were not too far from Cork. He also knew that Cork was paradise, untouched by the wickedness of Sabine’s plan. Cork was supposedly the most peaceful place in Foo.

The onicks and their riders were getting closer.

Leven thought about eating real food in Cork and getting some real sleep. He thought about resting and feeling better away from fear and the secret that was stalking him. He thought of Geth and hoped that somehow fate would help him and Winter.

“What do you think?” Clover asked. “Let the riders go, and we’ll get to Cork. It’s too dangerous out here. Winter’s tough, and Geth will be fine.”

Leven looked at Clover with disappointed eyes. “No way,” he said. “Cork would be nothing without Winter and Geth.”

Clover smiled. “I was hoping you’d say that. I was just trying to be a real sycophant.”

“I could never—” Leven’s stomach cramped up. He bent over and reached for his throat, his face was as white as bleached cotton.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Clover asked.

“I . . .” Leven gagged. “My stomach . . . and my throat . . .”

Leven leaned over, holding his stomach with one hand and his throat with the other.

The onicks were getting closer.

“Seriously,” Clover said, “are you all right?”

Leven answered by opening his mouth and projecting a stream of white foam. The foam ran from his mouth and puddled on the ground. Leven instantly felt better. He put his hands on his knees and breathed in deeply. His throat had quit burning, and his stomach no longer ached. He wiped his mouth and then his forehead.

“Did you eat too much filler crisp?” Clover asked.

“I guess so, but I only had—” Leven stopped talking because something in the white foam was wiggling.

“What’s that?” Clover asked.

Leven looked at the foam on the ground. Clover leaned in close and smiled. He turned back to Leven.

“I told you Geth would find us,” Clover said proudly, pulling Geth from the goo.

Geth was shuddering, spitting, and wiping foam off himself.

“How?” Leven asked, completely amazed. He took Geth from Clover. “You were in my stomach?”

“You swallowed me when that beast bit open the gaze,” Geth sputtered. “I tried to climb out, but I couldn’t do it. After you ate that filler crisp, I ran around for hours, working the contents of your stomach into a lather.”

“I’m so sorry,” Leven said.

“Fate’s not always attractive,” Geth admitted.

“Apparently, sometimes it’s disgusting,” Clover added.

The approaching onicks could now be heard, breathing hard, their scaly feet making a loud scratching sound on the stones of the path.

Geth looked out between the trees and saw the red-robed riders.

“The Ring of Plague,” he whispered in awe. “The Ring is here, now?”

“Um, the turrets are back that way,” Clover pointed out.

“But the Ring,” Geth said excitedly, hope flowing back into him.

“We were going to hop on one of those lizards and try to save Winter,” Leven explained. “But shouldn’t we get you to the turrets first?”

Geth wiped the last bit of froth off of himself. He was still hardening and could feel himself growing closer to being nothing but a dead sliver of wood. But Geth understood fate. And it simply felt too fateful to have been thrown up just as the Ring of Plague was arriving. Geth had defeated the other Ring, and to die helping Leven knock off the last remaining one was just too significant to ignore. Plus, Geth cared for Winter too much to think only of himself.

“Leven,” Geth said boldly, “this is your decision. You are an offing, and it’s time you began trusting fate. It will be much harder to defeat the last Ring if we let them get to Morfit.”

“But you’re dying,” Leven reasoned.

“What is death if not everyone’s fate?” Geth said calmly. “I’m a lithen. I don’t think now is the time to start making decisions based solely on my own understanding. And you, you are an offing who has made it through the Swollen Forest, escaped a gaze, survived a roven’s rip, and traveled unharmed over Fissure Gorge.”

The sound of the thundering onicks was growing louder.

“You are the grandson of Hector Thumps and essential to Foo and the dreams of all mankind,” Geth continued. “And now fate has put you right here, right now, with the Ring approaching. Can you not feel the fate?”

Clover looked at Leven with anticipation, recognizing the importance of Geth’s words.

“You are Leven Thumps,” Geth said solemnly.

The onicks were almost there.

Leven closed his eyes. He could feel fate settling over him. He knew it would take some time to get Geth to the turrets despite how close they now were. He knew that Winter was in need and that the Ring of Plague had to be stopped. But he believed that fate had set him right where he was and that it was up to him to seal that fate and work on the Ring. He hoped time would stretch to accommodate everything.

“I’ve got a lizard to catch,” Leven said, swinging the end of the jump rope and feeling much better with an empty stomach.

“Fantastic,” Geth cheered, even as his body hardened further.

Leven smiled, happy just to have Geth back with them. Not that he had truly been gone, but it was nicer to have him out of his stomach and visibly along for the ride.

The onicks had arrived. They began racing by, just outside the trees Leven and Geth and Clover were hiding in. The onicks were amazing creatures. Their eyes were thin, blue slits, and their skin was green, streaked with red and pink that seemed to bleed backward in the wind as they hurtled along.

On the back of each thundering lizard rode a single being. All of the riders were wearing long, red robes with black rings around the cuffs.

“ . . . eight, nine, ten,” Leven counted to himself.

Leven leaped from behind the tree and whipped his rope toward the last rider and its onick.

Leven was one off.

The rope curled around the tenth rider, the pink handle whacking him in the face. Leven yanked as hard as he could, and the rider flew backward off his onick and into the eleventh and last rider behind him. Both riders came hurtling toward Leven. He dodged out of their way and ran toward the two riderless onicks, which had stopped, confused over losing their passengers. Leven jumped on one and whistled as loudly as he could.

It didn’t move.

Clover materialized and slapped the confused lizard on the behind.

The onick took off racing down the path just as the two riders who had been knocked off staggered to their feet and began to compose themselves. Geth worked his way into the pocket on the front of Leven’s T-shirt.

“This is much better,” Geth shouted, feeling some life returning to him. It seemed as if Foo was suddenly filling up with hope.

Leven sped after those in the lead, who had not seen what had happened in the rear. He fit so perfectly on the lizard’s back, it was almost as if it had been made for him. The huge beast had large shoulder blades that rose up, and Leven tucked his head behind them to lessen any wind resistance. With its aerodynamically shaped head, the onick whizzed along at a breathtaking speed, drawing ever closer to the red-robed riders in front.
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Leven was trying to decide what to do next when Clover screamed, “Watch out behind you!”

Leven looked back and spotted the two riders he had pulled off. They were riding double on the other onick and coming up quickly behind him. They pulled next to Leven, and the one on the back reached for him, his red robe flapping like flames. Leven lashed out with his foot, but the rider grabbed it and wouldn’t let go. Leven kicked until he lost a shoe, and the assailant flew off the onick and onto the ground.

“You have a hard time keeping your shoes on!” Clover yelled.

Leven would have said something in reply, but he was too astonished. The fallen rider had dived into the soil and was beginning to burrow after him. The mound of dirt was speeding toward him. It was not a comfortable sight.

Leven dug his knees into his ride and pleaded with it to speed up. The rider racing next to him tried to reach out and finish the job that his now burrowing passenger had been unable to accomplish. Leven leaned to his right, and the onick veered in that direction, racing off the path and into a thick field of cork and ivy.

Leven’s mounted pursuer was still right on his tail, both onicks thundering across the ground. The rider pulled close to Leven and, grabbing Leven’s shoulder, dragged himself onto Leven’s ride. As they wrestled for control of the racing lizard, the rider’s hood blew back and Leven could see the face of his assailant. He looked quite normal, like a math teacher or a doctor. His eyes, however, looked like they belonged to someone who made a habit of harming others.

“You have no idea what you are tampering with!” the rider yelled. “The Ring of Plague cannot be defeated!”

Leven’s onick had reached a thick growth of trees and was now wildly dodging through them. Leven’s heart raced with fear. He was having to fight to keep himself from pulling away and riding off somewhere safe. Leven closed his eyes and let fate settle over him again. He opened his eyes back up and threw his weight against the hooded foe, causing him to lose his balance and teeter to one side of the speeding onick. The cloaked assailant tried to right himself but suddenly disappeared when he was clipped by a passing tree trunk and violently snatched away.

“Nice move!” Clover cheered.

Leven’s right hand burned. It began to glow red and swell.

“My hand,” Leven yelled. “It’s glowing.”

“Interesting,” Geth said.

“Yeah, real interesting. But keep riding,” Clover urged. “We have to keep moving.”

Leven steered with his knees, turning his onick in a wide circle back through the trees and toward the path they had detoured from. When they broke from the trees, the ground in front of them suddenly erupted as the burrowing rider Leven had kicked off earlier popped up right in front of the plunging onick. Getting into the spirit of things, Leven’s mount didn’t miss a beat. It lowered its head and ran directly into the hapless being. The impact sent the astonished rider spinning into the air and out of the way.

Then Leven’s left hand began to burn, and a redness began to creep up his arms. Leven could feel the burning, but his mind was calm, as if it had been expecting this to happen.

“What’s happening?” Leven hollered.

“You’re changing,” Geth shouted back. “Offings grow by experience, not time!”

Leven looked away from his hands and spotted the riders up ahead. They were kicking dirt up as they sped over the top of a tall hill and down toward the valley before the gorge. Leven didn’t have time to trail behind them. Winter was in trouble.

“Come on,” Leven yelled at his ride. “We can’t let them beat you.”

He found that onicks have a rather competitive spirit. His onick suddenly accelerated. He had picked one fast lizard.

Leven counted the riders in front of him.

There were nine.

Leven raced up alongside the last one in line and steered his ride into the side of the thundering beast. The unexpected bump unseated the rider, who went flying. The rider came down hard, bounced twice, then landed on his feet, sprinting after Leven.

“Looks like we’ve got a runner!” Clover screamed.

Leven looked back.

“He’s huge,” Leven said. “He’s twice my size.”

“Well, then you’ll have to hit him twice as hard,” Geth observed. “Think of Winter and remember who you are!”

Leven’s arms burned red.

The runner could barely match the speed of Leven’s onick, but as he got close he reached out and grabbed a handful of Leven’s shirt, trying to pull Leven off or pull himself up onto the racing onick. Before he could do either, Leven flexed, elbowing the runner in the jaw. The runner’s teeth popped out like popcorn. He lost his grip and dropped to the ground, wounded and out of the chase.

Leven wiped his forehead as his chest and torso began to burn and swell like his arms. The swelling wasn’t painful, and it seemed to give him strength. He thumped his heels against the sides of his ride.

“Come on!” he commanded.

His onick responded. Under Leven’s urging, it raced in behind the next victim, and with a swing of its head it was able to send the rider tumbling off into the dirt.

Leven’s right foot burned as images of his life in Reality began to crowd his head. He could see Addy and Terry and all the misery they had put him through. He could feel those experiences making him stronger now.

“Get ’em!” Leven shouted to his onick.

The beast surged ahead and easily toppled the next rider with its head.

Leven’s onick would have gotten a third rider if the cloaked being hadn’t turned and spotted them. This rider was big and had a square face with one terrific eyebrow and twice that many moles. He looked at Leven with an expression of surprise. Then he opened his mouth and blew out a terrific blast of flame.

Leven could feel the fire licking at his own eyebrows and part of his torn shirt. The heat also entered Leven’s nose and throat, but it only stoked the burning in his chest and caused his body to grow stronger.

The fire-breathing rider leaned back and blew flame at Leven’s onick. The speeding lizard veered to avoid the blast, and Leven lost hold for a moment but gripped the onick with his heels. He regained his seat and urged his ride forward. As it pulled ahead of the fire-breathing rider, Leven’s onick flicked its tail, catching the fire-breather by surprise and causing him to do a rather spectacular flip into the air before slamming into the ground far behind them.

“Wow!” Clover said, impressed.

“I didn’t expect the fire,” Leven admitted.

“Tell me about it,” Clover said, a small tuft of hair above his eyes smoldering.

“Are you okay?” Leven asked as his onick thundered closer to those still ahead of them.

“Fine,” Clover lied, his leathery forehead dripping with sweat. “It’s you I’m worried about.”

“Me?”

“You’re changing,” Clover said with awe. “Look at your hands and your shoulders. I’ve never seen it happen so fast or so strong. Something big must be coming.”

Leven tried to look at himself the best he could. He could see his hands and his feet; more important, he could feel the change.

“Worry about that later,” Geth directed. “We have five more riders to take care of.”

Leven dug his heels into the lizard, and the onick’s tongue shot out. Leven jabbed with his heels again, and once more the beast’s orange tongue leapt from its mouth and then recoiled. The onick’s tongue was at least four feet long and moved with lightning speed. It was bumpy and coated with thick, sticky-looking mucus.

The tongue gave Leven an idea. He moved in behind the next rider and dug his heels into his ride. His onick’s sticky tongue shot out and wrapped around the left wrist of the rider in front. As the tongue retracted, it pulled the rider off. Leven watched the poor nit land on the side of the path and tumble down a steep incline.

Leven rubbed his lizard behind the ear. It turned and tried to bite him. Apparently his ride wasn’t doing this for him. As Leven was rubbing the onick he noticed that his hand, while not burning red any longer, now looked larger than it had only moments before.

“Yeah, yeah, nice hands—now stop admiring yourself and get those other riders,” Clover yelled out from on top of Leven’s head.

Leven’s cheeks burned red for a different reason as he sped up to the next rider and watched his onick use his tongue to pull the rider off. The rider was momentarily suspended in the grip of the tongue, and he glared at Leven. He had a blue face with red lines running horizontally across it, like a bloody barcode. Leven blinked, and the rider was gone.

Leven looked around nervously. His head felt foggy, as if he were in a dream.

“Where did he go?” Leven yelled.

“He’s still there,” Geth hollered.

Leven looked and was surprised to see a miniature version of the same rider there on the tip of his onick’s tongue. He looked like a small action figure. Before the onick could retract its tongue, the small rider ran along the bumpy surface and jumped onto the onick’s head, where he stood glaring at Leven defiantly.

“Let me handle this one,” Clover said, jumping onto the head of the onick and grabbing the miniature rider in his hands.

The rider returned to his normal size, and Clover found himself holding onto the rider’s ankle. The rider kicked his leg, sending Clover into the air behind Leven just as the onick tossed its head, sending the rider careening to the corklike soil.

“Clover!” Leven yelled as his onick raced on.

“Right here,” Clover responded, scrambling up the onick’s tail as they continued to fly across the ground.

Leven’s heart was racing as his entire body seemed to enlarge. He sped up alongside the next victim. The rider looked at Leven in shock; he had been blissfully unaware of anything going on behind him. He waved his hand, and Leven’s body began to lift off the onick. Leven grasped the shoulder blades of his onick in a desperate attempt to stay on.

“What’s happening?” Leven panicked.

“He’s levitating you,” Geth answered.

Leven’s still-burning feet were pointing straight up in the air, making him look as if he were doing a handstand on the shoulder of the onick. The rider caused Leven to sway from side to side, trying to force him to release his grip on the onick. Leven’s fingers were burning again as he dug into the skin of the beast. The onick didn’t really appreciate that. It twisted and bucked, whipping Leven’s legs into the rider who was levitating him.

Before the rider could react, Leven’s onick followed up the kick by flicking out its tail, catching the rider just under his chin.

The levitator flew farther than any of the other victims Leven had knocked off previously, landing with a dull thud in a field thick with temperamental holes.

There were only two riders left in front of them, and they were rapidly nearing Fissure Gorge, still at breakneck speed.

Leven could feel his legs growing longer, not by inches and feet but by centimeters. The white strip in his hair glowed like a lit bulb. Once again he could see scenes and bits from his life in Reality. He could see Terry and Addy screaming at him and telling him that he would never be what he wanted to be because that was impossible. Resentment burned inside of Leven, like a gasoline-marinated lump of coal that had just touched a lighted match.

Leven also saw his neighbors who had ignored him and his peers who had made fun of him, and he felt nothing but pity for them. He wished they could see how their behavior had contributed to making him who he was. Leven’s entire body burned as if on fire.

Leven let the feeling wash over him as he raced closer to the gorge. He began trying to think up compliments he could yell at the bridge.

Leven’s onick moved up and bit the tail of the onick in front of him. It didn’t do any damage, but it did cause the rider to turn and spot Leven. Instead of turning to fight, however, the riders ahead picked up speed, racing even faster toward the gorge. Leven was concerned: They seemed off course for meeting up with the bridge. In fact, they were heading straight for the wall that bordered the edge of the gorge.

Leven tried to turn the head of his onick, but the lizard wouldn’t have it, going after the two in front of it with its tongue.

“Whoa!” Leven yelled. “Turn!”

The giant lizard wasn’t listening, and the wall bordering the edge of the gorge was rapidly drawing near. The two onicks in front of Leven ran faster, showing no signs of slowing. Leven tried his best to concentrate to manipulate the outcome, but all he could get his eyes to do was burn gold while his soul rose up into his throat.

The riders in front of him reached the wall and, without slowing, their onicks leapt over it and out of sight.

“Stop!” Leven screamed at his own ride. He thought about jumping off, but it was too late.

His lizard reached the wall and sprang over it and out into the void above the gorge. Leven allowed himself to scream as he held tightly to his doomed ride. With his eyes closed, he heard the wind whistling against something. He opened his eyes to see wide, dark, leather wings extending out of each side of the onick. The beast had suddenly slowed and was drifting down, still following the two in front of it, which were also moving in what felt like slow motion.

Clover materialized. “Don’t let go!” he screamed, his voice strangely loud in the sudden quiet. He was holding tightly onto Leven’s arm and staring down into the depths of the gorge.

“I wasn’t planning to!” Leven said, also speaking needlessly loudly in the now-quiet air.

The onick he was on was swimming slowly through the air toward the two in front of it, its giant wings acting as fins. The two onicks split, one drifting up and one gliding down. Leven’s lizard aimed for the high one. It floated up and circled slowly, using its sticky tongue to send the other onick into a slow roll. It unseated the rider, who flailed about with his arms as he floated down.

Leven watched as the rider slowly descended through the air, down into the gorge. Halfway down, he hit hard air and began to drift in a different direction, becoming trapped in the maze of air. Leven held on even tighter to his ride, not wanting to experience the same fate.

Out of nowhere, lightning ripped through the air, illuminating the gorge like a violent bug zapper. The strike missed Leven by a few feet, but his onick screeched and used its wings to swim higher. The rider Leven had just unseated apparently had the gift of lightning, and though trapped in the maze of air, he began firing bolts as he drifted up, then down, then sideways.

The ribbon of lava at the bottom of Fissure Gorge belched, and a warm wind wafted up, lifting Leven’s onick and its passengers even higher and scattering the new lightning that was now shimmering continuously. The uneven air in the gorge caused the jagged bolts to sizzle in all directions.

From below, the only remaining rider ascended toward Leven, urging his onick up. The two lizards screamed at each other as Leven tried to maneuver his out of the way.

He couldn’t completely avoid the beast, and as it passed Leven’s ride, there was a terrible ripping noise followed by a hideous scream—his onick had lost its tail. It turned in the air to face its assailant, crying like a wounded bird.

The last rider made a slow, wide turn and came back directly at Leven. As the two onicks collided, they thrust out their tongues and grabbed hold of one another, slowly twisting in the air, like two alligators wrestling.

Neither onick would let go of the other’s tongue, and the struggle made it almost impossible for their wings to get the air they needed underneath them. They were all drifting down, surrounded by shimmering lightning.

Wide-eyed, and clinging desperately to the back of his enraged onick, Leven watched as Clover swam through the air and onto the head of the last rider. Clover pushed back the hood of the rider’s cloak, grabbed a huge handful of his hair, and pulled on it as though he were a farmer trying to harvest the world’s most stubborn beet. The rider’s eyes watered as he frantically reached up, causing his onick to twist and lose more air.

The rider grabbed Clover by the throat and squeezed as hard as he could. Clover’s eyes bulged as he tore at the rider’s hands. Leven didn’t think about how useless it was for the rider to try to kill Clover; he just reacted.

The rider was large, with a huge frame and thick, black hair. If it had been weeks before and Leven had been in Reality, he wouldn’t even have dreamed of confronting someone like that. But it was not weeks before, and Leven was mounted on a winged lizard, floating miles above the ground, with burning fists, watching someone hurting Clover.

Leven drew back his right hand and swung. The air parted to allow his fist to travel the distance to the rider’s jaw. A terrific crack sounded, and the rider twisted sideways and floated off his lizard. The poor beast released its tongue and descended belly up toward the bottom of the gorge, desperately struggling to get some air beneath its flailing wings.

“Not bad,” Geth remarked.

Released from the rider’s grip, Clover caught an updraft and drifted up. Leven pulled up on the head of his onick and urged him toward Clover. Leven’s onick swam through the air beautifully, and Leven blinked, suddenly realizing that he could see the soft outline of the different layers of air. He navigated in and through them as he made his way steadily toward Clover. Lightning continued to lick at everything—at the walls of the gorge, the clouds, and at the air around Leven.

Leven dodged a thick bolt. He swooped gracefully beneath Clover and reached out his hand, surprised to see Clover smiling widely, his cheeks glowing. As the onick continued to rise, Clover took Leven’s hand and swung onto the onick right behind him.

The ribbon of lava at the bottom of the gorge belched once more.

Leven and Clover were lifted up as a thick scratch of lightning flashed next to them.

“You’re not done yet,” Geth warned.

“What?”

“That last one may be onick-less, but he’s flying after us.”

Leven dug his knees into his lizard as the last member of the Ring flew through the void toward them. He grasped Leven and turned him, wrapping his arms around Leven’s burning chest. The being was incredibly strong, and he was squeezing the air from Leven’s lungs, forcing his life out.

“You fool,” he hissed into Leven’s ear. “You have damaged the Ring.”

Leven couldn’t respond due to his lack of breath and his impending doom.

The last rider gasped in sudden realization. He wrenched Leven’s head around and stared fiercely into his eyes.

“You are Leven,” he seethed. “I’ve found Leven.”

Leven would have asked his name—but again, the dying thing.

“You can die,” the hooded assailant hissed joyfully. He tightened his hold, bleeding every last drop of breath from Leven’s lungs.

Leven willed his gift to kick in, but there was nothing, and his vision began to go black as lightning continued to flash everywhere.

“Not so fast,” Geth ordered.

Geth was out of Leven’s shirt pocket and standing on the rider’s arm that was wrapped around Leven’s neck.

“What?” the rider cursed. “What . . . who are you?”

“I can’t believe you’ve forgotten me, Sam,” Geth said boldly.

“Geth?” Sam said in disbelief. “Geth?”

Sam released his grip on Leven just a bit, and Leven gasped for air, realizing that he could now see the maze of air in the gorge almost perfectly. His offing eyes were completely adjusting to Foo. In fact, Leven’s amazing eyes could read the air so well that he could see a solution to the brute holding him. Leven lightly nudged the onick he was on with his right heel. The beast drifted over and down as Sam turned his attention to the bold little toothpick.

“The great Geth,” Sam laughed. “We’ve been searching everywhere for you, and now I see you are too insignificant to be a concern.”

“The least bit of good can put a hole in a mountain of evil,” Geth said wisely.

Sam laughed, having no idea how literally Geth was speaking. Geth leaped up and came down as hard as he could with his legs pointed. Geth pierced Sam’s forearm, causing Sam to yell and momentarily release his hold on Leven. Geth pulled himself from out of Sam’s arm and grabbed hold of the white in Leven’s hair.

Leven knew it was now or never. He kicked his onick in the ribs and it bucked, propelling Sam straight up into a strong current of air. Leven then navigated the onick through the clear patches, swimming through air and crashing lightning toward the top of the gorge.

“He can still fly,” Clover pointed out as they were rising.

“If he can work his way out of the air,” Leven replied.

Leven had propelled Sam into a thick, complicated maze of air. Clover looked back to see Sam flailing about in slow motion, desperately trying to find his way out of a maze he couldn’t see.

“Brilliant,” Geth said. “He could be stuck in that air for years.”

“I couldn’t have done it without you,” Leven said.

Clover cleared his throat.

“And you, of course,” Leven added.

“Could you see the air?” Geth asked in disbelief.

Leven nodded.

“Amazing.”

A gigantic bolt of lightning flashed from below, just missing Leven’s feet.

“We should get out of here,” Clover said needlessly.

Leven dug his heels into the onick, guiding the beast upward through the maze of air.

Fissure Gorge belched again, helping to push Leven and Clover into the open sky above the gorge.

The cool air felt wonderful on Leven’s face.

“Back!” Leven commanded the onick.

The onick instantly agreed, flying them safely to the other side of the gorge and one step closer to Winter.

“You were smart to follow fate,” Geth said.

Leven only smiled.

Once above land, the tireless onick glided to the ground, retracted its wings, and began running again at its familiar astonishing speed. Leven couldn’t resist patting the beast on its head. Once again it snapped at him.

“Some people never learn,” Clover shouted, so as to be heard above the rush of air. “The onicks are loyal to the passengers on their backs, but they don’t like to be reminded that they’ve helped someone out.”

“What an amazing creature,” Leven yelled back.

With that, Leven tucked his head behind the onick’s shoulder blades as they raced toward Morfit.

The afternoon was deepening. Purple sky pushed against the yellow horizon, giving the world of Foo a thick green cast. A milky stream of whisps passed in front of the dipping sun and caused the entire scene to shimmer. Leven thought of Janet and hoped she was all right.

“How much farther?” Leven asked Geth, raising his voice above the swish of the passing air.

“We’ve got a bit of a ride still,” Geth answered. “But we should be able to see the tip of Morfit soon.”

“I hope Winter’s all right,” Leven yelled.

“You know, this all could be a trap,” Clover pointed out.

“I’m sure it is,” Leven said quickly. “But we’ll let fate take care of that.”

Geth smiled.

“Besides,” Leven added, “we have—”

Leven was unable to finish what he was saying, due to a heavy jolt of energy ripping through the air and striking him squarely in the chest. The impact sizzled, sending pain to every inch of his body and causing the key hanging beneath his shirt to burn his skin. The shock went through Leven and into the onick. The beast’s legs were knocked out from under it, and it began to roll, throwing Leven off and even farther down the road.

Dirt and pebbles rained down as they both skidded to a stop. Dazed, Leven coughed and spat as he pushed himself into a sitting position. The poor onick got to its feet, shaken and limping.

Clover tried to comfort Leven as he sat on the ground.

“What happened?” Clover asked.

“I don’t . . .”

Again Leven was cut off, an invisible bolt of energy tearing through the air and slamming into his back. Leven was thrown forward ten feet and landed on his face on the ground.

“What’s going on?” Geth yelled.

Before Leven could answer, he was struck again, this time directly in the heart. Leven clutched his chest, moaning and writhing in pain on his back on the ground. Clover came to him.

“I don’t know what you—” the little sycophant began.

Leven opened his eyes, shutting Clover up. Never had Leven’s eyes burned so gold. It looked as if fire were leaping from them.

Clover reared back.

“Wow,” Geth whispered.

Although she was not there, all of a sudden Leven could see Winter. Her face was pressed flat against a dirt floor. There was darkness all around, and she was screaming.

Leven got to his feet and looked in the direction of Morfit. With clenched fists and his eyes ablaze, he began to viciously manipulate fate.

Clover’s knees were shaking from the intensity of Leven’s actions. The sky pulsated, beating out the light for the day, while Leven’s gaze stretched farther into the dusk. Leven raised his hands and closed his eyes.

“Winter,” he whispered fiercely, seeing her in his mind. He could also see a tall, hooded, two-sided being standing over her.

Leven held out his arms and directed his energy toward Morfit.
  

Chapter Thirty-Two

Stolen
 

Jamoon pushed Winter to the ground with his right arm, relishing the delight of being seemingly unbeatable—as long as Winter was without her gift.

“Give up,” he hissed.

Winter reached out at Jamoon and scratched his arm until she drew blood. He screamed angrily and let her go. While Jamoon was looking at the scratch marks, the decaying nihils circled around him, waiting for their next order.

With Jamoon distracted, Winter glanced around the room. She spotted the kilve she had once carried. It was leaning up against the wall, and she dashed across the room and grabbed it. In one swift motion she turned and struck Jamoon on the right shoulder with the heavy staff. Jamoon dropped to one knee, and his dark nihils began to screech.

Winter wheeled toward the door. The roven in the corner stretched its wings, blocking the exit, and the nihils swarmed around her, pecking at her skin with their beaks. The pain drove Winter to her knees.

Jamoon was back up. He parted the nihils and grabbed Winter by one of her pigtails. He pulled and his grip stretched every feature on Winter’s face and made it hard for her to breathe.

Jamoon mocked her as she struggled. “Not much of a fighter without your gift,” he sneered. “How wonderful it is that now you can die.”

“What about the plan?” Winter gasped, hoping to catch Jamoon off guard by being honest.

“What plan?” Jamoon asked, glaring into her green eyes.

“The one you whispered about to me in the ice caves.”

“You mean your plan?” he asked coolly.

“My plan?” Winter choked.

“You really can’t remember, can you?” Jamoon laughed. “Look around you. Doesn’t this room mean anything to you?”

Winter looked around, confused. “No.”

Jamoon’s grip tightened. “You were so different then. Young, but not as young, and so willing to help make Foo a better place. Fool.”

“I don’t understand,” Winter gasped.

“Don’t you remember what you did up here? The experiments, the use of metal? You walked right into it. So willing to break the rules in an effort to help the common cog—such an idealist. Those poor souls who have no gift,” Jamoon taunted. “And you just wanted to find a way to give them one. That’s when you dreamed up this room.”

Winter winced as Jamoon pulled even harder on her hair. The nihils chirped sadistically as the candles on the wall increased their flame, brightly lighting the room. Winter looked closer at her surroundings. The walls were white and tiled. Along two of the walls were large ceramic hooks. Beneath the hooks were tables covered in sheets made from white feathers. Behind Jamoon, there was a mechanical-looking contraption.

The machine looked familiar.

“It’s such a sad thing when a nit dies,” Jamoon went on. “Such a sad, sad thing—a life and a gift gone for good. Fewer dreams can be enhanced in a powerful way. Yet, even when dying nits wish to transfer their gifts, they can’t. Or should I say, they couldn’t.”

“So you’re extracting gifts?” Winter gasped.

“Unsuccessfully, until we found you,” Jamoon laughed.

Winter began to cry as small bits and pieces of what had actually happened came back to her.

“You had just the right brain to solve such a complex and taboo problem,” Jamoon exulted. “You wanted so desperately to help, and Sabine was happy to let you. You figured out how to do everything we needed. With the ability to possess multiple gifts, we could conquer Reality easily. Of course, we needed the gateway to get there, and its destruction was a depressing blow. But, thanks to your fate and what remains of Sabine, I believe we have hands working in Reality to rebuild the gateway. There is only one person who can ruin things now.”

“The Want?” Winter guessed sadly, fear almost suffocating her.

“That fool,” Jamoon hissed angrily. “What good is he to us, now that we can take and, soon, bestow gifts?”

“Then—” Winter stopped herself, suddenly realizing that the one they needed to stop was Leven.

“Who can rebuild the gateway?” Winter asked, sure that Jamoon was bluffing.

“With enough pain and persuasion we are confident Leven and you will show us everything,” Jamoon spat. “Of course, you’ll be much easier to work with once we’ve removed that bothersome gift of yours.”

Jamoon moved closer to the odd metal machine, dragging Winter with him by her hair.

Winter’s heart was thumping like a flat tire on a spinning rim. She looked down and was surprised to see it was still in her chest.

“Leven,” she whispered.

“Leven,” Jamoon scoffed. “He can’t help you now.”

Jamoon forced Winter to sit and strapped her right wrist to the machine. Fear was everywhere now, swirling around the room like a sticky twister and mixing with the flapping nihils. Ignoring her whimpering cries, Jamoon strapped down Winter’s left wrist. While Winter thrashed and screamed, Jamoon secured her left leg.

But as he reached for her other leg, a thick bolt of blue shot down through the skylight and struck Jamoon in the right shoulder. Jamoon flew across the room and slammed into the wall. He hit it so hard, the wall cracked and broken tiles rained to the floor. Dazed, Jamoon shook his head and weakly tried to stand. With his nihils circling him, ready to inflict further pain on Winter, he looked wildly around the room.

“What was that?” Jamoon demanded.

Winter was silent.

“You’ll pay for that,” he said, figuring the attack to be a work of Winter. His eyes narrowed in anger. “What was that trick you just pulled?” he demanded.

Winter had no idea what had struck Jamoon, but as she looked fearfully at his angry face, another bolt of blue streaked in from the skylight—this one striking him squarely on the chin. Jamoon was lifted four feet into the air and then dropped to the ground in a heap. Dazed, he looked up from where he had fallen and growled.

The nihils swooped down and began to tear into Winter. As she screamed and thrashed, Jamoon staggered to his feet and lurched over to the machine.

“Let’s end your tricks!” Jamoon raged, strapping down her remaining foot.

The birds lifted off of Winter as Jamoon reached over and hit the switch on the side of the machine.

Light flashed and Winter was out.

ii

After having fought with Jamoon from a distance, Leven turned to glance at Clover and Geth. Clover looked like a new bride who has just discovered she has married a monster. His blue eyes were wide with fear, and his leathery little mouth was hanging open.

“What?” Leven asked, defensively.

“You were either fighting something,” Clover said, “or you were doing some really awkward dance.”

“I saw a large cloaked being,” Leven explained. “Both halves of him didn’t match.”

“It was probably Jamoon,” Geth deduced. “He’s a rant. Rants can’t just manipulate a dream and move on. Half of each rant remains in a dreamlike state.”

“Jamoon,” Leven whispered, looking down at his hands.

Clover shook his head in disbelief. “He had Winter?” he asked.

“Is she okay?” Geth asked.

“No,” Leven said. “I couldn’t completely control my thoughts. But I think I knocked Jamoon down a couple of times.”

Clover’s jaw dropped again. “You actually manipulated fate from a distance?”

“I don’t know,” Leven admitted. “It was more like my actions here affected what was happening there. What does that mean?”

“It means that I have one heck of a burn,” Clover said proudly. “As an offing you shouldn’t be able to do that. Isn’t that right, Geth?”

Geth didn’t answer.

“So what am I?” Leven asked, talking more to himself than to anyone else. He had felt so different ever since his fight against the Ring of Plague. He could see things more clearly, and it felt as though his heart had expanded to fill his entire body. His eyes were burning gold at the moment, but there was no vision behind them. When he shook his head, the gold remained.

It felt like the first day of summer, when school is finally out and days and days of freedom stretch out before you. It felt like he was somebody else—somebody stronger and unafraid. He couldn’t remember ever having been scared or hurt, and he could see hope and possibility in things as insignificant and insecure as himself. He felt as if he were made of putty and someone had shoved their thumb under his ribcage and pushed him taller. Even the horizon looked to be at a different level. He looked at his feet to see if he was wearing platform shoes. He wasn’t, but the high-water pants he was sporting were even higher on him.

“What’s happened to me?” Leven asked, this time wanting an answer.

“We need to get you to the Want,” Geth said, hopping onto Leven’s shoulder. “You are definitely Hector’s relative.”

“First things first,” Leven replied. “How are you doing, Geth? Can you hold on? If you’re all right, I think we had better go help Winter.”

“Don’t worry about me,” the battered little toothpick said. He could feel himself hardening even more, but he didn’t want to admit it. “I think you’re right. Winter is the one we need to concentrate on.”

Leven tucked Geth behind his ear and jumped back onto the onick. He took his seat behind its shoulder blades and was surprised to find the fit different from before. The broad back felt somehow smaller.

After making sure Clover was also aboard, Leven dug his heels into the onick, and the quick beast took off, racing toward Morfit.
  

Chapter Thirty-Three

Echoes of the Blast
 

The world is full of people who like to bring people down. I know of at least two. You can probably think of more than that.

Then there are those people who are helpful and constructive and like to reach down and help others up. Those people are way better than the first kind and very much in the minority.

Tim Tuttle was that second kind of person. He had spent his entire life thinking well of others and helping where he could. He had a lovely family, and though his job was menial, he had the brain of a genius.

He also hadn’t traveled much, and when he got off the train in Berchtesgaden, Germany, he was blown away by the spectacular scenery. “Who knew Mother Nature was so big on green?” he said in awe.

As the train pulled away, Tim began walking down toward the Konigsee. It was early morning and there were very few tourists out. A couple of old men were working with brooms up and down the street, cleaning gutters and walkways, and a tiny car passed by, delivering firewood.

As Tim strolled toward the lake, he admired the clean shops and stores along the way. A woman with matted hair and short arms wheeled a case full of bread in front of him on her way to her shop.

“Excuse me,” Tim shouted after her.

She turned.

“For sale?” Tim asked, pointing to the bread and holding out some money.

She looked bothered, but not bothered enough to pass up money. Tim bought two small loaves and thanked her in German.

She wasn’t all that impressed.

Tim tore into the bread and was so involved in eating it as he arrived at the lake that he almost stepped off the dock and into the water.

He stopped himself just in time. He looked up, and his jaw dropped. His bread fell out of his mouth and onto the ground—instantly four ducks raced for it. The Konigsee was the most beautiful sight Tim had ever seen.

You may have read in books that one spot or another is the most beautiful place on earth. Well, those books are lying, unless they are talking about the Konigsee. Surrounded by tall, snowcapped mountains and forests of gorgeous pines, the valley where the Konigsee rests is breathtaking. The green water and the pristine setting would make even Zeus look into the price of real estate there.

“I’m not in Iowa anymore,” Tim said honestly.

At the dock Tim purchased a ticket and climbed onto a boat going across the lake. There were only three other tourists on board, so Tim stretched his legs up onto the seats next to him. Halfway across the lake the boat stopped and shut off its engine. A stocky German man in leather shorts stood on the front of the boat and began to play a trumpet. The ring of majestic mountains surrounding the lake created a beautiful echo that accompanied the trumpeter.

Tim couldn’t sit still. He stood and turned around, taking in the entire scene. A German boy with a thin moustache and white, freckled skin who helped run the boat noticed the look on Tim’s face.

“Spectacular, isn’t it?” he said in almost perfect English. There was obviously something about the outfit Tim was wearing that gave away the fact that he was an American.

“It feels like my eyes can’t properly describe it to my brain,” Tim smiled.

The German boy grinned.

“I’d never heard of this place before,” Tim said.

“Most people are more aware that Hitler died nearby,” the boy said, sticking his chin out. “Such a beautiful place to be marred by such evil. You are from the States?” he asked, changing the subject.

“Yes, Iowa.”

The boy didn’t know what Iowa was, but he nodded his head. “Here on business?”

“I think I’m here to see this,” Tim said, motioning to the lake and its surroundings. “And, I’m looking for someone—a young boy and girl.”

Again the boy smiled. “There are lots of boys and girls that come here.”

“It would have been a couple of days ago,” Tim clarified.

“I wasn’t working,” the boy apologized. “I wish I had been.
 I would not have missed the explosion.”

“Explosion?” Tim asked anxiously.

“Booosh,” he said with excitement. “It was after sunset, and an explosion went off under the water,” he explained. “Some think it was an earthquake, but my mate was here, and said it was no earthquake.”

“Was anyone hurt?”

“No,” the boy waved. “A number of fish have died. But, I tell you, earthquakes don’t usually kill fish.”

“Did they investigate?” Tim asked, the hair on the back of his neck standing up again.

“I’m not sure I understand,” the boy said.

“Did anyone search underwater, or try to find out what it was?”

“It’s pretty hard to see anything under this water,” the boy said, referring to the beautiful green color that hid everything below.

Tim looked over the side of the boat and down into the water. The surface was a milky emerald green. There could have been anything hidden down there.

“The authorities thought it could have been a terrorist, or some trick,” the boy went on. “But I know of no reason why someone would want to do that here. Maybe it was Hitler turning over in his grave,” he tried to joke.

Tim laughed politely, since he was one of the nice kind of people previously mentioned. He looked down into the water again.

Tim needed to think. He also needed something else to eat.

The boat started back up and continued traveling to the distant side of the lake.

ii

The Munich Germany Airport was as busy as any place Dennis Wood had ever been. People pushed forward like determined mice with no maze and a straight shot to cheese, and the overhead speakers kept shouting instructions in German. The old Dennis would have been intimidated, but the new Dennis was not.

As Dennis walked through the airport, people moved out of his way. He stood tall, stone-faced, and dark. He wore Sabine like a robe over his shoulders, soaking in the blackness with each step he took.

He reached a small glass booth with a large, uniformed man sitting inside. The man’s girth was almost more than the glass booth could accommodate, making it look as if the entire thing might burst at any moment. The uniformed man had a short forehead and a wide, moist nose with a sweaty little mustache beneath it.

“Your passport, please,” he asked, his jowls jiggling.

Dennis handed him his driver’s license. The man looked at it as if it were a joke. As he looked up, however, bits and pieces of Sabine floated like black lint off of Dennis and into the official’s ears. Dennis could see the flecks actually moving around in the whites of the man’s eyes.

“Business or pleasure, Mister Dennis?” the man asked, his voice sounding as if he were in a slight trance.

“Business,” Dennis answered.

The guard looked Dennis up and down. He stared at his bald head. “Your hair color?” he asked, following his routine and not realizing he wasn’t holding an actual passport.

“Blond . . . when I have any,” Dennis answered.

“And your age?”

“Thirty-one,” Dennis sniffed.

“And the business you are on?”

“I’m here to rebuild something,” he said, frustrated. “Now can I go?”

“One moment,” the guard waved uncomfortably, which was a struggle, seeing how he had so little extra room in his booth. “What is the company you are with?”

Dennis said the only thing he could think of: “Gateway.”

“They make a fine computer,” the guard sniffed, stamping the front of Dennis’s driver’s license as if it were a passport. “Enjoy your stay, Mister Dennis. Next.”

He handed Dennis the stamped card.

Dennis walked away fuming. He was tempted to correct the guard about his name, but he let it go—for now. Someday, however, the entire world would get it right and fear the presence and power of Dennis Wood.

iii

Wearing Sabine as a black, tattered robe with an ugly hood, Dennis stepped off the bus in Berchtesgaden. He pushed back the hood, and the October sun danced off his bald head.

“This is it?” Dennis asked, referring to their location.

“It is,” his robe hissed.

“I want to see the spot.”

Dennis walked with purpose toward the lake. Wearing Sabine had given him great confidence. It had also helped him understand what was happening. As a cloak, Sabine had seeped information into Dennis. The seepage had left dark, tattoolike marks all over Dennis’s skin. Sabine had told him of Foo. He had told him of the gateway, and he had promised Dennis great power and endless dreams if he helped Sabine return.

Dennis had never dreamed before, and the mere thought drove him mad with ambition. He trusted Sabine. And he reveled in the blackness that had entered his life. He could see that there would be things to stop him or impede his progress, but none of those things overshadowed the fact that if he held on, Dennis would be able to escape his past and, for the first time in his life, dream powerful dreams.

“How’d he do it?” Dennis asked Sabine as he walked. “How did he build a gateway here? More importantly, how will we?”

“We will work at night,” Sabine buzzed. “We must secure materials.”

Dennis looked around as he got closer to the lake. He couldn’t see anyplace nearby to get the kind of materials they would need. “We’ll need a car to get the supplies,” Dennis said. “It could take some time.”

“We don’t have time,” Sabine seethed.

Dennis couldn’t wait to dream, but he was also thirsty from traveling. He crossed the street and entered a dimly lit gasthaus where a few patrons were drinking and eating fish. The walls were lined with decorative china plates and beer steins. The floorboards were wood and worn from years of thirsty people walking across them. Dennis walked past the tables and booths and took a seat on a stool at the long wooden bar. There was a lone man, wearing a blue baseball cap, sitting on the stool next to him. Dennis waved at the waiter and ordered a drink.

“We shouldn’t delay,” Sabine hissed silently and directly into Dennis’s skin.

“I just need a drink,” Dennis whispered aloud. “Don’t worry. I’ll work as fast as I can,” he said irritably.

The man in the ball cap on the neighboring stool heard Dennis talking and thought he was addressing him.

“Excuse me?” the ball-capped American said nicely. “Were you saying something?”

“No,” Dennis snapped. He was about to follow that “No” with something along the lines of, “Mind your own business” or, “Why would I be talking to someone like you?” but Sabine burned into his neck, sending a signal to hold his tongue.

The bartender delivered Dennis’s drink, and Dennis took a gigantic swallow and then belched. “Sorry,” he said to his neighbor. “I was thirsty.”

“No problem,” the ball-capped patron said kindly. “Are you from America?”

“Yes,” Dennis answered, getting signals from Sabine to play along.

“What state?”

“North Carolina, actually,” Dennis answered.

Sabine fluttered and rolled. There was something about the American that made him burn. It was clear that this man had not been to Foo, but it was as if he had been in contact with someone who had. Weary of Dennis’s poor communication skills, Sabine decided to take over the conversation.

“Where are you from?” Sabine hissed out of Dennis’s mouth. Both the American and Dennis looked surprised. “I mean, where are you from?” Sabine said, in a lower and softer tone and with an almost comical voice.

“I’m from Iowa,” the American said, looking at Dennis with confusion. “My name’s Tim. Tim Tuttle.”

Tim stuck out his hand, and Dennis shook it.

“Why are you here?” Sabine said, using Dennis’s mouth again.

Tim smiled awkwardly. “I’m looking for a couple of kids,” he said.

Tim was the kind of person who usually thought the best of others. Most anyone who sat next to Dennis would have thought him to be a creepy jerk at best. Tim, on the other hand, saw Dennis as just a dim-witted oddball, and felt compelled to talk to him.

“Kids?” Sabine hissed hungrily out of Dennis’s mouth.

“Are you okay?” Tim asked, tilting his head to study Dennis’s face.

“Fine, fine,” Dennis lied. “I’ve just got a wicked cold,” he recovered. Sabine burned through Dennis’s skin, commanding him to let Sabine do the talking. “You’re looking for kids, you say,” Sabine prompted.

“A young girl and boy,” Tim said seriously. “But this is the end of the trail at the moment.”

“Are they in trouble?” Sabine asked.

“I think so,” Tim answered. “But I’m not sure I even know that.”

Sabine’s pulse quickened. He loved to take advantage of fate when it was working in his favor, and an extra person like Tim would make the work of building a new gateway much easier. Fate was such a fool.

“Leven,” Sabine said out of Dennis’s lips.

Tim spat his drink out, getting the bartender wet.

“Excuse me?” he said, wiping his mouth. “What did you say?”

“You’re looking for Leven and Winter,” Sabine said matter-of-factly.

Tim’s mouth dropped to the floor, and his eyes gave the decorative plates lining the wall some competition for saucer size. “You know them?” Tim asked.

“I believe we are working for the same thing,” Sabine said through Dennis, trying to keep his voice light and as un-sinister-sounding as possible.

“How do you know them?” Tim asked, so excited that he didn’t let his great brain take a moment to analyze the bad vibes coming from Dennis.

Dennis stood and motioned for Tim to follow him. “I’ve got a lot to tell you.”

“I can’t believe this,” Tim said with excitement, following Dennis to a corner booth. “Are they okay?” he asked.

“I believe so,” Sabine hissed out of Dennis.

“Thank goodness,” Tim said, taking a seat, the smile on his face impossible to suppress. “I’ve been so worried.”

“We’ve all been worried,” Dennis hissed.

Tim was too excited to see the danger sitting right before him.
  

Chapter Thirty-Four

Door Number One
 

The onick slowed as the base of Morfit came into view. It was dark by now, but thousands of small, glowing lights twinkled from all over the mountain. Leven could see people and creatures trudging toward the base, carrying rocks of various sizes in their hands. Leven guided the onick behind a row of short, orange-colored trees and hopped off.

“Will it wait for us?” Leven asked Clover, referring to the onick.

“If no one else jumps on its back,” Clover answered. “Onicks are loyal only to those who are on top.”

“Maybe we should hide it or something,” Leven suggested. “It could come in handy later.”

Clover was already fishing around in his void. He pulled out a thin wooden jar with a small lever on the top. It looked a bit like an old-fashioned can of aerosol spray. Clover read the label and smiled. “Doesn’t expire for another twenty-two years.”

He sprayed a shot of air at the onick. The air created what looked like a hole in the poor creature.

“Wow!” Leven said. “What is that stuff?”

“An attempt by the citizens of Cusp to be more like the sycophants,” Clover said haughtily. “It can make you invisible, but it’s very sticky and uncomfortable. Plus, it takes hours to wash off. Not to mention the bugs that get stuck in it.” Clover tisked. “Everyone wants to be us.”

Clover began to spray the onick all over. The poor beast didn’t mind because he didn’t know what was happening. In a few moments nothing remained visible but a bit of rope tying him to the fantrum tree.

“Hurry,” Leven said, as Clover was putting the finishing touches on his masterpiece. “We need to get in there.”

“I’m almost done,” Clover said, turning toward Leven. As he did so, he accidentally sprayed the lower half of Leven’s left arm.

Leven just stared at his lack of limb. His arm looked as though it had been cut off just below the sleeve of his T-shirt.

“Oops,” Clover said, just as the can sputtered out the last of its contents.

“Perfect,” Leven complained.

“Sorry,” Clover tried. “But don’t worry. It’ll wash off eventually.”

Leven looked down. It was the oddest sensation not to see his arm and hand there. He brought his hand up to his face and touched his nose. As he pulled away he noticed a slight stickiness on his invisible fingertips.

“I’m sure this will help,” Leven said sarcastically.

“Mister Sunshine,” Clover beamed happily. “That’s the attitude.”

Leven was tempted to use his invisible hand in an unkind fashion. Instead, he said, “No ‘Mister Sunshine.’ Let’s just find Winter so we can take care of Geth.”

Leven stepped away from the fantrum tree and began moving toward Morfit. Clover followed close behind after leaving a vapor stick beneath the tree. He had cracked the vapor stick, and a horrible smell was now lofting through the air. The noxious fumes made Leven light-headed.

“That’ll keep people away from our onick.”

“I’m not sure I want to go back now,” Leven said, pinching his nose with his visible hand. “That’s awful.”

Clover would have responded, but he was having a hard time breathing himself. Leaves on trees began to droop as small bushes and plants curled up or threw dirt on themselves to escape the stench. Leven and Clover could hear the poor, invisible onick gag, pass out, and fall against the ground. Due to the odor, however, neither ran back to help it. It wasn’t until they were a good three hundred feet away that they could safely breathe again.

“I’m not going back there,” Leven insisted. “I’ve never smelled anything that bad before.”

“It was a strong stick,” Clover agreed. “But the smell will fade.”

“Wait a second,” Leven said. “Where’s Geth? I thought you had him.”

“I did,” Clover said ashamedly.

“Well, where is he?”

“He was riding on my back,” Clover explained. “I was afraid he might blow away. Plus, he started lecturing me about some of the things I’ve been doing. I’m sorry, but I’m my own person, unless of course you want me not to be.”

“Clover, where is Geth?”

“Don’t worry, I just put him in my void.”

Clover started fishing around in his void for Geth. He pulled out a sticky popsicle stick.

“Nope, that’s not him,” Clover said. “What if it was? That would be so weird.”

Leven shook his head.

Clover put his hand back in the void and pulled out a postcard with the state of Oklahoma drawn on the front.

“Nope.”

He pulled out a leaf shaped like a kitten, a plastic spoon whittled into a plastic knife, an apple core, a temporary tattoo of a butterfly, a dry spaghetti noodle, a live moth, and a dead fish before he finally found Geth. Clover pulled him out and held him in his palm.

“Here he is,” Clover announced.

Leven had never seen Geth looking frightened before.

“Don’t ever put me back in there,” Geth whispered fiercely. “Ever. Please.”

Leven picked up Geth and put him in his shirt pocket. “Sorry.”

Geth clung to Leven.

Leven moved to the edge of the trees and near a wide dirt path. He could see a number of people shuffling toward Morfit. Most held stones in their hands and wore robes of some sort. Leven looked down at his pathetic outfit. The flood pants and his torn shirt he had bought in France were about as uncool as anything he had ever seen. Clover had fished another old sneaker out of his void, so Leven now was wearing two shoes, though they didn’t match.
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“Shouldn’t I be wearing a robe or something?” Leven asked.

“We don’t have one,” Clover pointed out. “But you might want to pick up a rock and look sorry about it,” the sycophant instructed.

“A rock?”

“Morfit is built by the stones of everyone’s shortcomings,” Geth said. “Bringing and leaving rocks frees you of your guilt. Toss a rock and it meshes with the mountain, growing up or out, depending on your throw. Morfit was once a sacred place that had something to do with the power Fissure Gorge produces. Now it’s nothing but a huge, dark reminder of how far we’ve come.”

Leven looked up at Morfit, towering high overhead. “So, any rock will do?”

“Any rock,” Clover concurred.

Leven bent over and grabbed a large stone from the ground, holding it in his one visible and one invisible hand.

“Wow,” Clover said dramatically. “You must have done something awful.”

“You said ‘any rock,’” Leven pointed out defensively.

“Still,” Clover resounded.

Leven ignored Clover and tried to look distraught.

“Are you going to be okay?” Clover whispered.

“You said to act guilty,” Leven reminded him.

“Well, you’re pretty convincing,” Clover said suspiciously. “Now we need to do something about your eyes.”

“What about my eyes?” Leven said.

“They’re still burning gold,” Geth answered.

Scattered about the ground were small puddles of water. Leven leaned over one of the puddles and looked at his reflection. Leven’s eyes were burning gold, despite the fact that there was no vision in his head. Leven, however, was more taken aback by how much older he looked. The white streak in his hair was brighter and more prominent, and his face looked less like a child’s.

“I look—”

“Here,” Clover interrupted, rummaging around in his void. “Take this.”

Clover handed Leven a black gumball.

“I’m not eating anything you give me out of there, without some explanation.”

“That takes some of the fun out of it,” Clover said, “but if you must know, it’s a Pigment-o.”

“And?”

“It should help disguise your eyes.”

“How?”

“It changes your eye color,” Clover said briskly. “Now take it so we can go find Winter.”

“It’ll change my eye color?”

Clover crossed his heart.

Leven stuck the black ball into his mouth and chewed. Surprisingly, it tasted like real gum. Leven chewed quickly, stretching and pulling the gum in his mouth.

“So?” Leven asked, wondering when something would actually happen.

“Now blow a bubble,” Clover instructed.

Leven blew a great big bubble. The gum pushed out beautifully, creating a perfect sphere. Leven kept blowing and the bubble grew even greater, dwarfing the size of his head.

Leven blew more, and the bubble popped.

Instinctively, Leven closed his eyes as it burst, and when he opened them back up he was surprised to find he wasn’t covered in the remains of his popped bubble. Not only was there no trace of gum on his face, but it was no longer in his mouth. Leven looked around on the ground, but there was no sign of any chewed gum. It was as if it had disappeared completely.

“Where’d it go?” Leven asked Clover.

“It didn’t go anywhere,” Clover said. “As it popped outside it also popped in you.”

“Popped in me? So my eyes are black?” Leven asked.

Clover looked closely at Leven. “Yes . . . yes they are.”

Leven leaned over the puddle again.

He had thought he looked different before. There, staring back at him, was some person with light gray skin, black lips, completely black hair except for one gray streak, black eyes, and black freckles. Leven dropped his rock and lifted his one visible hand to his face, noticing that his fingernails were as black as night. He looked like a poster boy for Goth coal miners.

Geth tried to look sympathetic, but he was still too spooked about spending time in Clover’s void. Leven felt his own face and grumbled.

“It wears off,” Clover insisted.

“So when you crossed your heart and said it would change my eye color, you left out a few things,” Leven accused.

“I was going to say more but, again, where’s the fun in that?”

Leven shook his head.

“I could have given you pink,” Clover said defensively.

“I suppose I should be happy then,” Leven joked.

“See, Mister—”

Leven stopped Clover with his dark eyes.

“Right,” Clover said. “Maybe we should just go.”

Leven smiled weakly, retrieved his stone, and began walking forward. They soon joined others on the path who were carrying stones and making their way closer to the mountain of Morfit.

The wall surrounding Morfit was impressive in size but not in condition. Everything in Foo looked as if it had been built hundreds of years ago and had been crumbling ever since.

The gate Leven was moving toward was manned by four tall rants in orange robes. One was currently turned away from the travelers coming in. The way he was shaking and buzzing, it was obvious he was taking on the shape of a dream and trying to hide from the eyes of others looking on. Leven stared at all the rants in amazement.

“Business, or the result of pleasure?” one of the rants asked Leven.

“I’ve got a stone to place,” Leven answered.

The rant grabbed Leven by the shoulder. “Where’s your arm?” he growled, glancing at Leven’s invisible limb.

“I lost it in Reality,” Leven answered.

The rant looked at Leven’s dark eyes and skin, then impatiently waved him through the gate.

Leven stayed silent until he was well within the walls.

“So, they are looking for you,” Clover whispered from the top of Leven’s head. “You’re lucky I thought to spray your arm.”

“I’m pretty fortunate,” Leven joked, slipping close to the base of Morfit and moving cautiously around those souls who were dropping or throwing their stones. The air was filled with the click and scratch of clattering rocks.

Morfit was as imposing as any mountain, town, structure, or person Leven had ever seen. He would have felt less threatened with Terry standing over him, tearing into him as he had so many times before. Up close, Morfit was like a jigsaw puzzle that had been haphazardly put together—rocks and bricks and materials of all kinds had been fused into one massive maze and mountain.

Around its base was a fringe of thick, dry moss and steep trails leading upward that penitents could climb to deposit their stones. The sound of clicking rock was everywhere, along with harsh laughter and agonized screaming.

“I’m not sure I like this place,” Leven whispered.

“The wise stay away,” Geth whispered back.

The dark night sky seemed to mesh with Morfit, but the burning lights scattered across it gave its shape some definition. From where Leven stood he could see thousands of dimly lit holes and dwellings stacked upon each other. In the circle of each light there were people or beings, talking or fighting or eating.

“Why would anyone come here?” Leven whispered. “It feels horrible.”

“Morfit has long been a place of deceit and blackness,” Geth answered. “Since the early days of Foo, people have gathered here to argue about the fairness of such a place as Foo and how they can govern a world with so much instability and possibility. Morfit is also a safe place to get away from dreams, seeing how they can’t penetrate the mountain. Rants stay in their current form when they step in. Some rants stay here for years because they like the other half they are currently entertaining.”

A stone door flew open near the base of Morfit, and a thick swarm of whisps streamed out, giving the appearance that Morfit was exhaling. The whisp swarm dipped and swooped into the dark night and disappeared.

The stone door snapped shut.

Leven could see a row of small shops, each offering to sell bags for carrying stones. Next to the shops were mounds and mounds of straw for sale, to feed the assorted beasts that transported so many to Morfit.

“The rest of Foo is so beautiful,” Leven whispered. “This place even feels ugly.”

“The dark dreams of men and those who controlled Sabine and probably now control Jamoon have great strength in Morfit,” Geth said.

“Who controlled Sabine?” Leven asked.

Geth didn’t answer, due to a large group of rants coming their way. The rants all wore robes and were holding kilves that glimmered under the moonlight.

“We have to get out of here,” Geth whispered. “Don’t let them see you.”

Leven spotted a small door. Above the door was a stone head with stone wings behind it. The stone head had a glowing ring in its mouth. Leven stepped up to the door and pushed it open with his hands—his invisible one leaving a sticky residue on the door. Inside was a narrow, dark hallway that sloped upward. Lining the wall were yellow claws, each holding a blue-burning candle. The lights ran along both sides and stretched on for what looked like miles. Leven felt like a plane coming in for a landing.

“Where are we going?” Clover whispered.

“Go up,” Geth said.

The lights on the wall seemed to draw them in. Leven looked down and could see bits of feather and bone littering the dirt floor. The walls of the chamber were constructed of uneven stone, with the claw-held candles protruding every ten feet. In each claw was a fat, blue, glowing candle that whispered in insecure fear as it burned.

“Look away.”

“Let me burn.”

“I’m trying.”

Leven ignored them all, moving deeper into the belly of Morfit. There were no doors or windows or alternate chambers. Leven turned and realized that the candles gave the illusion of multiple directions. After he had gone a few feet, Leven had no idea where he had come from or where he was going. And, most distressingly, he could no longer feel the pull of Winter’s fear.

“This isn’t right,” Leven whispered to Clover.

“That’s true, we’re going left.”

“No, something is foul.”

“Sorry,” Clover apologized. “I may have held onto the vapor stick a little bit longer than I should have.”

Leven wasn’t listening. He turned and began to make his way in the other direction. The candles were singing a different tune now.

“Wrong way,” they mocked.

“Turn around.”

“Lost?”

Leven spun and looked behind him. It appeared to be one long tunnel, stretching endlessly in both directions. But he couldn’t tell if he was heading out or in. Even the floor was confusing. It seemed to slant in both directions.

Clover sounded nervous. “Just pick a direction and go.”

The candle flames had turned vicious now, calling out names so unpleasant it would be wrong to repeat them here.

“Run!” Clover yelled.

Leven took off running in the direction he had committed to, not knowing whether he was heading in or out.

As Leven ran past them, the candles began spitting small wads of blue flame at Leven. He felt one land in his hair. Clover yelped in alarm, appeared, and began violently slapping Leven’s head in an effort to put out the flame. The candles were shooting so many little torches around, it looked as though Leven were running through a shower of fireworks. A ball of flame fell into his right front pocket and started his pants on fire. Leven beat on his pocket and put the flame out.

“We’re not going to make it,” Leven screamed.

“Make it where?” Clover asked, so confused by what was going on and where they were heading he couldn’t think straight. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

Leven thought that would add perfectly to the situation. The language coming out of the candles was now so vulgar that Clover was tempted to stop and ask them if their mothers knew they spoke like that. But seeing how candles don’t have mothers, and Clover was scared for Leven’s life and trying to hold his lunch down, he refrained.

“There’s a door!” Leven yelled.

They reached a large, wooden door; it swung open upon Leven’s touch. He ran through it, turned, and slammed it, pushing his back up against it, shutting out the candles and their taunting. A few sparks sputtered through the keyhole and then died down.

“What was that?” Leven asked, breathing hard.

“Some people’s candles,” Clover huffed disgustedly, trying to catch his own breath.

Leven looked around the room they were now in. It was hexagon-shaped with a high, domed ceiling. The walls were covered with large rugs that kept changing the patterns that were woven into them. In the center of the room was a huge, open fire pit. The flame was silent, but flickered gracefully in the warm air. Small furry balls that looked like circular mice rolled around on the floor, to and from the fire, stealing tiny bits of flame, which they carried out of the room through small holes at the base of the walls.

“Is this a good room or a bad room?” Leven asked Clover.

“I don’t know, but the fire has better manners than the stuff we just left,” Clover responded.

“Well, I’ll tell you something I’m not doing,” Leven breathed. “I’m not going back out that door.”

Leven stepped away from the door and began to walk around the room, looking closely at the floor and walls. The small furry balls scattered from in front of him. He looked up and could see an opening where the smoke from the fire was able to rise and exit the room. He couldn’t see another door, but the rugs were covering a fair portion of the walls of the six-sided room.

Clover jumped from off Leven’s head and onto the floor.

“Who lives in Morfit?” Leven asked, as he examined the rugs.

“Anyone who has the stomach for it,” Geth answered. “And a lot of children.”

“Children?” Leven questioned.

“Of course,” Geth said. “Children who step into Foo had better hope they enter in Niteon or near Cusp. If not, they are usually rounded up and brought here for education. Some of the highest levels of Morfit are used for keeping and teaching children.”

“What are they taught?” Leven asked, the idea of children living in such a dark place feeling perverse and depressing.

“They are taught to manipulate dreams in a way that is pleasing to those in power.”

“Like Sabine?” Leven asked.

“Exactly,” Geth said.

“Do you think we could fit through that hole?” Leven asked, pointing toward the opening in the ceiling.

Clover smiled.

He climbed into Leven’s hands and pulled his hairy ears down over his head, making it look as though he were wearing a swim cap.

“What are you doing?” Leven smiled.

“Throw me,” Clover said, nodding upward.

“I was thinking of tying these rugs together and climbing out,” Leven explained.

“There isn’t time,” Clover insisted. “Besides, how would you tie them together? Now, throw me.”

Leven shrugged and held Clover in his two hands that looked like one. Leven pumped his arms and threw Clover as hard as he could up toward the opening. Clover missed the hole by at least three feet, slamming his head against the ceiling and falling back to the floor with a thud.

Leven hurried to his side and kneeled down next to him. “I am so sorry,” he said, picking Clover up.

“Don’t worry about it, Winter,” Clover slurred, calling Leven the wrong name while looking at him. “Hey, did you always have stars flying around your head?” he asked dizzily.

“Great,” Leven said, shifting Clover in his hands. “Let’s try to tie the rugs.”

“No,” Clover waved, shaking the cobwebs out of his head. “Maybe I’ll see if the fire is strong enough to climb.”

“Climb?”

Clover leapt up and jumped above the fire. Instead of falling, he hovered in mid-smoke. Then he grabbed onto the smoke and began to climb the warm air. There was barely enough smoke to hold Clover, but he eventually made it all the way to the hole.

“Why didn’t you do that in the first place?” Leven yelled up.

“I didn’t think the fire was strong enough to hold me,” Clover yelled back.

“Should I try to climb it?” Leven asked.

“No, you’re too heavy. Let me find something to throw down to you.”

Leven waited a few minutes before he heard the sound of something loud scraping against the ceiling. A few moments later there was a large stick being lowered down. The wooden pole was long, with thick, twisted, bulging knots on it every two feet. It was cold and wet, but long enough to reach from the floor to the ceiling.

Leven wasted no time scaling the stick and climbing up through the hole. It reminded him of the stiff ropes he’d been forced to climb in gym class.

“Good job,” Geth said as he reached the top.

“Where’d you find that stick?” Leven asked as he stood.

“It was over behind that rock partition,” Clover explained. “I think they use it to push things through their pipes.”

Leven wished he hadn’t asked.

“Let’s go,” Leven said, reaching out for Clover.

Clover looked at Leven’s hands and ewwed. “No offense,” Clover said, hopping onto Leven’s back.

“None taken,” Leven replied, wiping his damp hands on his high-water pants.

“Where to now?” Clover asked.

“Up,” Leven answered.
  

Chapter Thirty-Five

The Fuel of Feelings
 

Leven climbed the stairs three at a time. He could feel the pull of Winter again; she was somewhere up above them.

Leven climbed the stairs four at a time.

He reached another floor and ran down a hallway with open arches toward another flight of stairs.

“Do you know this place?” Leven asked Geth, the lighter streak in his hair glowing from the moonlight that seeped through the arched window.

“Yes,” Geth said. “Behind that wall is a staircase. They must have Winter in the Want’s room at the top. But walk softly—the council room for the Sochemists is at the head of the stairs.”

“The Sochemists?” Leven asked.

“They do nothing but interpret and argue over information any Lore Coil might still be passing. They never agree on the warped and incomplete things they hear, but Foo takes their interpretations seriously.”

Leven moved down the open hallway and toward the stairs. Soon he could hear voices coming from the room next to them.

“I’m telling you. He is alive and well,” a voice yelled.

“Ridiculous,” a different voice yelled back.

A third voice responded loudly, “The coil said nothing about him being well. Maybe you should open your ears next time, Fadium.”

“Oh, you haven’t heard a coil correctly in years!” he argued back.

Leven tiptoed past the door to the Sochemists’ room and then began running up the stairs, taking them three at a time. After the equivalent of five floors the stairwell ended, opening into a small alcove off a long hall. The alcove was dimly lit with candles that hummed softly, and the walls were lined with large paintings depicting the first age of Foo. Leven looked at the pictures and could feel emotion over each scene.

“It was a dark time,” Geth said, sensing his interest in a picture of a large group of men and beasts gathered on a field.

“I can see metal,” Leven said, touching the picture. He withdrew his hand quickly, not liking the uneasy feelings the painting generated.

“Of course,” Geth said, “before the great battles, metal was widely used. Now metal only exists in dreams or on the Thirteen Stones.”

Leven moved farther down the hall and stopped at a gigantic mural that depicted a great battle. All the combatants were depicted wearing blindfolds. Leven touched the mural and shuddered from the pain it produced. He pulled his hands away.

“They fought blindfolded so that the killing wasn’t intentional and death could occur,” Geth explained softly. “Those days were as dark as the ones we have yet to go through.”

The candles began to weep.

There were paintings of the mangled bodies of Eggmen scattered along the shores of the Lime Sea. Next to that picture was one of the Waves of the Lime Sea retreating to guard Alder.

“Is there any hope?” Leven asked reverently.

“Of course,” Geth insisted. “There must be for you and Winter—for all those around us, and for those in Reality. Few understand how connected we all are, or how our happiness comes as much from the experiences of others as it does from our own.”

Leven continued to move down the hall. He wanted to run away, but the paintings seemed to draw him in.

“What is this place we are standing in now?” he asked.

“A forgotten arm of the school,” Geth said with disgust. “For many years they taught history here. Now it is nothing but an unused museum of things we would like to forget, but will soon remember as we do them all over again. Winter was taught here.”

“She was?”

“Sabine himself picked her to lead his noble cause,” Geth said sarcastically. “I now believe that he tricked her into finding a way to steal gifts.”

“Jamoon can steal gifts?”

“That’s what Sabine was trying to do when I was put into a seed,” Geth said. “From what I could make of the Lore Coil, they were successful.”

Leven came to a stone staircase. The stairs were so infrequently used that they moaned beneath his weight as he climbed them.

Leven stopped and closed his eyes. He turned to Geth and shook his head. “I’ve been feeling Winter’s fear pulling me closer,” he said. “Now I can feel nothing.”

“Let’s hope we’re not too late,” was Geth’s only reply.

Things didn’t feel all that hopeful.
  

Chapter Thirty-Six

Opening Your Eyes
 

Leven was spent. His short time in Foo had been exhausting. And now he had climbed so many stairs his legs were burning with pain. The path to the top of Morfit was winding, dark, and endless.

Outside, a strong wind had begun to howl in and around the mountain.

Morfit rumbled.

“What’s that noise?” Leven asked.

“It’s getting ready to rain,” Clover answered.

Lightning flashed outside and tiny bits of white light glimmered, for an instant making the room look like a disco. Two seconds later, thunder boomed.

Thunder in Reality is pretty straightforward—it grumbles and fades. In Foo, however, the thunder roars awful and insulting words.

“Did it say something?” Leven asked.

“Just ignore it,” Clover said.

Lightning flashed again, and thunder roared its vulgar response.

“That’s harsh,” Leven said, having heard something in relation to his IQ. “Is it talking to me?”

“Everyone hears something different,” Clover said. “Keep going.”

“What do you hear?” Leven asked.

“Oh, it loves to call me fat,” Clover mocked. “It knows that bothers me.”

More lightning and thunder.

“Hey, I’m the perfect weight for my height!” Clover yelled back.

“I thought you said to ignore it,” Leven said, though the thunder was making him feel less than capable himself by commenting on his complexion.

Clover grunted.

“How much higher?” Leven asked. “And where is everyone? We haven’t passed a soul.”

“Nobody climbs this high,” Clover shivered. “Bad things happen at the top of Morfit.”

“Bad things?”

“Unspeakable things,” Geth added.

Lightning struck again and thunder sounded.

“Oh, yeah?” Clover hollered, shaking his fist. “Say that to my face!”

“What kind of unspeakable things?” Leven asked, genuinely concerned. “I mean, it might be a good idea to know what we’re walking into.”

“I’ve heard they’ve found a way to dispose of people,” Clover said. “It’s even rumored that they know the secret of sycophants.”

“What secret?” Leven asked.

“How to get rid of us,” Clover shivered.

“I thought nobody knew—” Leven stopped talking so as to better read what he was seeing. Up the stairs, a few feet from where he stood, was a closed door with weak, white light spilling out from underneath it.

“That’s it,” Geth whispered weakly. “The White Room.”

Lightning flashed, followed by another wave of rude thunder.

“I’m not sure I can do this,” Leven admitted, feeling tired and spent. “What if Winter’s . . .”

“Don’t even think it,” Geth said. “You can do this. Foo needs you. You’ll soon understand that the future belongs to those who believe in the beauty and power of their dreams. This is for so much more than you can now comprehend. Remember that feeling of fate.”

Clover patted Leven on the shoulder.

Leven closed his eyes. He had changed, and he just needed his mind to believe it. Moving up the last couple of stairs, Leven reached out and took hold of the door handle. He held it in his hand for just a moment and then pulled it down.

Without a sound, the door slowly opened. Inside the room, a cylinder of bright light shone from the ceiling. Within it, lying on the floor, was a girl with red hair.

Leven blinked and looked more carefully. Then he leapt into the room and ran to her side. He knelt beside Winter and lifted her head into his lap with his invisible hand. She was covered in blood, and her clothes had been ripped to shreds.

“Winter,” Leven whispered. “Winter.”

She didn’t respond.

“Is she alive?” Clover asked.

“She’s breathing,” Leven said, pushing her hair back from her face. “But just barely.”

Leven glanced around the room. The walls and ceiling were lined with white tile. There were hooks along the walls and small, feather-covered tables beneath the hooks. In the middle of the room sat a machine. It was large, with a black leather seat and tall, thin metal handles that turned out like scythes. A thick chain lay near a footrest, and there were iron clamps where someone’s hands would go. A blue splotch of light crawled up and down the handlebars like a fat caterpillar. Next to the machine stood a black-robed being Leven had never actually met, but one he had fought before.

Jamoon said nothing but simply stood there, using his lone right eye to glare at Leven. Next to Jamoon was the large roven that had helped destroy Amelia’s house. The roven was still mostly hairless, although there were spots where new hair was beginning to grow in.

Leven wasn’t happy to see either of them, but he was even less thrilled about what else was in the room.

Up near the ceiling, thousands of black nihils were circling. Their beaks were silent, but their wings rustled ominously.

Leven’s body began to burn with anger. He gently lowered Winter to the floor and stood tall. He no longer felt fourteen. He felt as though he had lived two lifetimes in the short while he had spent in Foo. He looked to be missing an arm, but he felt complete. He felt like he was back in school, confronting the bullies—only this time he faced something much more sinister.
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“Look how ripped my abs are,” Jamoon’s body-building side bragged.

Jamoon sneered at his own left side and pulled his robe closed.

“What have you done to Winter?” Leven demanded.

Jamoon cackled. “It seems she was stronger than I had anticipated. She’s alive—for the moment. Something I won’t be able to say about you soon.”

Jamoon gestured, and the nihils descended violently upon Leven. They pressed him to the ground, pecking at his closed eyes and body. Leven yelled, trying to swat them off, but there were too many to resist. Geth worked himself out of Leven’s pocket and tried to skewer the nihils with his pointed head. But before he could do so, one of the nihils clamped its beak down on Geth. It shook him violently, then rose from the fluttering pile and flapped to Jamoon.

Jamoon smiled, reaching out to pinch Geth between his fingers.

“Enough!” Jamoon ordered his birds. “I have what I want.”

The nihils stopped fluttering and pecking but continued to hold Leven down with their tiny talons. Leven looked at Jamoon.

“The great Geth,” Jamoon laughed, holding Geth in front of his face. “Your fate has certainly put you in a pathetic state.”

“You know nothing of fate,” Geth said calmly, feeling the final bits of his small body hardening. “You can’t win.”

“Can’t I?” Jamoon seethed.

“Give him back,” Leven demanded. “I’m the one you want.”

Jamoon looked at Leven and dropped Geth to the floor. Before Leven could even register what was happening, Jamoon lifted his right leg and brought the heel of his boot down hard on Geth.

“No!” Leven screamed, willing his gift to come to him so he could do something. “Leave him alone!”

The nihils were still holding Leven down.

“How sweet,” Jamoon hissed. “How touching. You care for a toothpick. We will find a way to merge Foo and we will take the gifts of every nit to use as we please in Reality. And there is nothing Geth—” Jamoon stomped his foot again—“or you can do about it. The dreams of mankind may die, but ours will be fulfilled.”

Jamoon’s birds closed around Leven’s neck and squeezed.

Jamoon raised his foot and slammed it down again. Geth screamed out. Leven fought against the nihils’ hold, but there were too many of them.

“Good-bye, Geth,” Jamoon chortled. “As for you, Leven, you have no power in this room. Your gift is useless here. And soon, we will have it permanently. It appears that Winter was the perfect draw.”

Thunder struck.

Leven’s head felt full of tar, every thought sticking to the next. Leven had understood Jamoon’s taunt about him having no gift in this room, but he could feel his abilities percolating beneath his skin and about to erupt.

Jamoon moved toward Leven. He waved the nihils out of the way and yanked Leven to his feet, then dragged him toward the machine in the middle of the room.

Winter stirred. Her eyes blinked as she lay on the floor and watched what was happening.

“No,” she whispered. “Clover, are you here?”

Clover appeared on the floor by Winter. He tried to comfort her by petting her hair as she watched Leven being hauled away.

“Pull the switch,” she whispered to Clover, “before Jamoon ties him in the seat.”

Clover glanced at the machine and spotted the large blue switch on the side. He had no idea what it did, but he wasn’t about to second-guess Winter. He jumped up and raced across the room. Jamoon was about to place Leven into the machine’s seat when Clover reached the switch and hit it as hard as he could.

There was a loud pop, and a jolt of energy blew into the wall, cracking a large section of tile. Light rained down like confetti, swirling around the machine. In the unexpected flash, Jamoon let go of Leven and staggered back as wind began to push in through the broken tile.

Clover appeared, smiling as the air whipped past him. Jamoon spotted him and hit him with the backside of his right hand, sending Clover flying into the wall.

“No!” Leven yelled.

Leven closed his eyes and let fate settle over him. He then looked up, his eyes beginning to burn.

“It’s about time,” he said to himself.

His body shook and his muscles rolled, like a monstrous wave rising up from the sea to crash on a shore. Leven looked down at the one hand that wasn’t invisible. His gray skin and black fingernails on his visible arm were trembling like coins on an active train track. Light shot from his fingertips and burst from his skin. The light in his eyes began to swirl like a tornado of fire, dispelling the black brought on by Clover’s Pigment-o and shining across the room like spotlights.

Leven turned and moved toward Jamoon, and Jamoon gasped at Leven’s glowing eyes.

“Your gift works?” he hissed. “Impossible!”

“Impossible is not a word,” Leven said, echoing Geth’s frequent saying.

Leven pointed his right hand at the cowering Jamoon, and light flashed from his fingers, striking Jamoon in his chest and hurling him across the room into the far wall.

Leven stared in disbelief at his own hands, surprised at what he could do. Then, remembering Amelia, he turned his attention to the roven. The great bird screeched and spread its mighty wings. It quickly shed the small amount of hair on its body, which fell to the floor and gathered itself into a dirty mass that surged through the air at Leven. Leven let his eyes burn, staring intensely at the hair as it rushed toward him. Every strand caught fire under his gaze, creating a fiery net that disintegrated in a shower of sparks.

Ashamed, the roven covered its naked body with its wings and turned away.

The nihils screamed and swooped wildly above everyone.

Leven closed his eyes and began to manipulate and draw in any existing wind he could envision. Air raced in through the hole in the ceiling and the crack in the wall, filling the room with noise and swirling currents, which suddenly reversed themselves, rushing back through the hole, creating a giant vacuum.

Leven opened his eyes to see Jamoon and his roven clinging desperately to anything that would hold them down. But the suction was too strong. It dragged Jamoon across the floor as the roven dug in with its claws and remained standing in shame in the shadows.

With a glance, Leven directed the wind away from Winter as she lay there nearly lifeless on the floor.

The vacuum gathered the nihils into the center of the room, sucking them into a swirling mass, suspended above the floor.

Satisfied that he had them under control, Leven stood in front of them as the terrible wind held them there.

Leven lifted his hands and stared at the decaying birds in awe. He had come a long way from the trailer park in Burnt Culvert. He was also a different person from the one who had stepped through the gateway with such doubt and lack of confidence. He finally understood Geth’s insistence that “Impossible is not a word.”

The wind tore in and out of the room, morphing and manipulating the nihils until their blackness took on a new form. The ragged form of Sabine stared at Leven with its tiny white eyes, the wind still holding it captive.

“Leven,” the dead black mass hissed. “Foolish boy.”

Leven’s eyes burned.

The light was too great; the blackness that was Sabine seethed and writhed as the glory of Leven’s stare caused him to wither and shrink. Leven closed his eyes and then opened them quickly. A fantastic flash of light shot out, exposing every inch of the room and rippling out into Foo.

There was one final, horrific scream, interrupted by a loud pop as the nihils and who they really were vanished for good.

On the far side of the room, Jamoon worked himself to his feet.

“You have ruined everything,” he screamed. “You have stolen our chance to be whole.”

“You’re wrong,” Leven said calmly, closing his eyes to suck the wind back out of the room.

Jamoon struggled to keep himself from being lifted off the floor. It was no use. Debris swirled around the room like a whirlwind, and like a black spaghetti noodle, Jamoon was suddenly sucked up through the opening.

“Leven . . .” he screamed one final time. “I’ve only got two percent body fat,” his left side added.

The wind and lightning were beating against the tower. Leven could feel the walls vibrating and the floor swaying. It felt as though the top of Morfit wouldn’t hold for much longer.

Leven hurried to Winter and lifted her up. She leaned against him, struggling for breath, but finally spoke. For some odd reason he envisioned her saying his name. Instead she whispered, “Geth.”

Leven looked around frantically, worried that the poor toothpick had been swept up by the wind.

“Don’t worry,” Clover hollered, appearing on the left of Winter. “I picked up Toothpick as soon as I could.” Clover opened his right hand to reveal Geth lying there. He wasn’t moving, but Leven didn’t have time to do more than grab Geth and stick him to the still-tacky skin of his invisible arm.

“Thank you, Clover,” Winter whispered, smiling weakly. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Frozen,” Clover smiled back, giving her another nickname. “I’m fine. Jamoon can’t really harm me.”

The tower groaned and rocked under the battering of the howling wind.

Leven cast a warning eye on Jamoon’s roven and gestured for him to come. The shame-filled bird screeched, remaining right where it was.

“They’re not like the onicks,” Clover yelled above the noise of the storm. “He’s loyal to Jamoon even though he’s gone.”

Leven looked around frantically as if there might be another solution to their dilemma.

“We have to get Geth to the turrets now!” Leven hollered. “If not, it will be too late for him!”

Clover shrugged his shoulders and strode across the room toward the roven. The roven looked down at Clover and cocked its head in confusion. Clover swung his right foot and kicked the roven as hard as he could in the leg. The surprised beast opened its beak and screeched. It was just the reaction Clover was hoping for.

Clover leaped up and crammed himself into the giant beast’s mouth. The roven choked and staggered around as Clover worked his way down its throat. In a few seconds Clover had taken some control of the roven’s body. He walked awkwardly over to Leven.

“Are you sure about this?” Leven yelled.

The Cloven nodded.

Leven hoisted Winter onto the roven’s back, then climbed up behind her. He wrapped his legs under the belly of the bird and held onto Winter.

“Fly!” Leven yelled.

The Cloven leaped from the floor and up through the skylight, out into the dark and stormy sky.

Leven held Winter tight, and she turned her head to him. “Destroy the tower,” she said weakly.

“What?” Leven screamed.

“Destroy the tower,” she repeated, and fell unconscious again.

Leven looked back at the tower. Knowing that Winter probably wouldn’t ask him to do something just for fun, he concentrated his thoughts, manipulating all the wind in the area to gather at this exact spot. He opened his eyes and the wind obeyed, hurtling like a giant wave toward Morfit. The tower swayed but didn’t fall.

Still determined, Leven thought of his life in Reality and of the time he had chased two bullies away by manipulating lightning. Leven looked at all the light in the sky and closed his eyes to focus its force. When he opened his eyes, lightning converged from every direction, every bolt simultaneously striking the tower.

That did the trick.

The tower exploded, sending a shower of rocks and debris hundreds of feet into the air.

The Cloven screeched.

“Fly!” Leven hollered again.

The beast flapped its great wings, soaring ever higher.

Leven pulled Geth from off of his sticky arm and looked at his friend in his hand.

“Geth,” Leven screamed.

Geth’s mouth moved slightly, and Leven leaned in to hear what he was trying to say.

“You did it,” Geth gasped.

“I’m not done yet,” Leven said, tucking Geth into his pocket and commanding Clover to pick up his speed.

Clover threaded his way through the rain and lightning, his wings beating hard against the stormy air. Winter stirred, but remained out cold as Leven closed his eyes and attempted to see the future. He wanted to see if Geth would survive until they could get him to the flame. He wanted to know if Winter would be okay and where they would all be tomorrow and if they would be safe. But all he could see was confusion and rain playing to the sound of insulting thunder.

Clover made a sharp turn and sped up. As he did so, the key Leven had had tied on a leather string around his neck flew out of his shirt collar. Leven caught it and pushed it back into his shirt as quickly as he could.

Clover put the roven into a steep, diving turn. As he did so, the clouds opened up, and Leven caught a glimpse of Fissure Gorge far below them. The bottom of the gorge looked a million miles away.

In the distance Leven could also see the flames from the turrets.

“Faster!” Leven ordered.

The Cloven beat its mighty wings, then tucked them in, aiming for the pillar of flame.

As they drew closer, Leven could see that the fire was burning in the center of a formation of twelve stone turrets. Each turret was at least fifty feet high and covered with thick purple vines. Near the top of each tower was an opening big enough for a person to stand in, and the fire caused the inner side of each turret to glow orange. Surrounding the turrets was a large circular river. In the far distance, Leven could see the gatehouse and the fence he had slept near.

“Hold on, Geth,” Leven said. “We’re going down.”

If there was a trace of life left in Geth, it didn’t show. His features were as still as petrified wood. Leven wouldn’t have it; clenching Geth in his palm, he hollered at Clover to fly into the flame.

Clover did as he was told.

The Cloven’s giant wings glowed as he entered and hovered in the flame. Leven secured Winter under the braided harness and then he dropped off the beast, with Geth in his palm, down into the fire.

Clover flew off, leaving Leven hovering hundreds of feet above the ground, held up by the strength of the flame.

The fire licked at him, but it did not burn. Leven opened his palm just enough to see Geth.

“You can’t die!” Leven yelled. “You are a lithen, and the last heir to Foo. You are Geth,” Leven screamed. “You can’t die. I need you!”

Leven let go of Geth and watched as he seemed to float in the flame. In a moment the fire caught onto him and ignited his whole body. Leven was tempted to reach out and grab Geth back, but he knew that this was the only chance.

In a few seconds Geth was gone, nothing but light ashes drifting down through the flame.

Leven closed his eyes and let the fire wrap around him and lower him closer to the ground. Leven was descending, as if in a fiery elevator. Remarkably, there was heat, but he didn’t burn, and as he got closer to the heart of the flame, it seemed to thicken and absorb his fall. In a few moments Leven was low enough to jump from the flame to the ground.

He stood to the side and watched as the flame slowly diminished and was finally sucked with a swoosh back into the soil until another day. All that remained was a pile of white-hot coals.

There was no Geth.

Leven was pulled from his thoughts by the screams and cries of Clover in the form of a roven. He landed near Leven, and Winter weakly slid off his back and into Leven’s arms. Leven held her, propping her up.

“Where’s Geth?” she asked sadly, looking at Leven as if she had never seen him before.

“The fire consumed him,” Leven said, confused. “Is that what’s supposed to happen?”

Winter blinked, barely able to stand. Leven closed his glowing eyes and let the feeling of hope and possibility that Geth had always preached settle over him. Leven’s mind was strangely calm. He somehow felt this was a beginning, not an end.

The Cloven screeched, and Leven opened his eyes.

A cluster of red, glowing embers was drifting down through the last wisps of rising smoke.

Leven and Winter stepped back and watched as the embers settled onto the coals, which began to stir and swirl. There was a flash of light, and as it dimmed, Leven could see shapes forming. There were feet and legs and suddenly there were arms. The light returned, shimmering around the body as it came into complete form.

There, standing in the coals, was a man.

“Geth?” Leven whispered, amazed that what he now saw had once been a toothpick.

Geth stepped from the coals and dusted himself off.

Geth was taller than Leven by a foot, and he was smiling warmly. His blue eyes positively glowed with life. He was wearing a dark green robe over a black suit of leather, and his hair was dark blond and long.

Leven had never seen a more intimidating being. Though Geth was a man, beautiful was the word that came to mind.

“Geth,” Winter whispered.

“This feels a lot better,” Geth smiled. “Much, much better.”

He stepped closer and took both Leven and Winter in his arms.

“You did it,” Geth said.

Winter was crying, Leven was trying not to, and Geth was lifting them both, his heart filled with hope again.

Clover tried to walk the roven closer, but he was losing control of the beast’s body. Clover popped his head out of the roven’s mouth and smiled at Geth.

“You’re taller than I remembered,” Clover said.

The roven coughed, propelling Clover out of its mouth and onto the ground. The angry beast shook its ugly head, screeched defiantly, and then flew away just as the ground below Leven, Geth, and Winter began to tremble and roll.

The sound of rushing water and splintering wood filled the air. In the darkness, buildings began to rise from the earth all around them. Small homes and shops popped up from the ground like structural mushrooms.

Leven took Winter’s hand and steadied himself as the soil folded open and walls formed around them. A ceiling closed itself over all of them, and an old woman was there standing by an oven.

“What’s happening?” Leven asked.

“The flame is restoring all that was lost,” Geth said. “In a matter of minutes the fight for Foo will be closer to where it was before Sabine cursed me. What you see now is the City of Geth and all who occupied it at the time of Sabine’s curse.”

“The City of Geth?” Leven said proudly.

Geth just smiled, while through the windows Leven could see home after home popping back up. Leven’s heart swelled so large he was afraid it was going to burst and mess up the whole scene. He looked at Winter and saw she was crying.

“Unbelievable,” he said, smiling.

Winter could barely stand, but she leaned on Leven and smiled back. She couldn’t believe how different Leven looked. He was taller, and looked at least a couple of years older.

Windows and walls continued to form around them as the City of Geth worked its way back to what it once was. People popped up from nowhere, unaware that they had been trapped in a static state. The old woman by the oven simply continued cooking, oblivious to any memory of having been anywhere but right there over the last while.
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Geth led Leven, Winter, and Clover out of the house that had formed around them and down to the road. Legions of regal-looking soldiers marched in the streets.

“Amazing,” Winter said. “Look, Lev, everything’s so lovely.”

A bright sun was just rising, illuminating trees and gardens of beautiful flowers, sparkling with morning dew. Cobblestone streets formed, lined with quaint cottages and impressive public buildings. Leven could see the silhouettes of a thousand homes and buildings rising from the ground.

Geth looked down at Leven and Winter. Clover appeared on Leven’s shoulder. He had a big grin on his face.

“Remember when you were a toothpick?” Clover asked.

Geth laughed and rested his hand on Leven’s shoulder.

Leven had never felt happier.
  

Chapter Thirty-Seven

The Construction Begins
 

Tim pulled the last of the lumber out of the rented truck. Then, together, he and Dennis carried the building materials around the gasthaus and to a small abandoned barn not too far from the lake’s shore. Tim was still trying to digest the story Dennis had told him earlier.

Foo?

Gateway?

Impossible!

Tim would have walked away from it all, simply thinking Dennis was crazy, but Dennis had known about Leven and seemed convinced a new gateway could be created. Plus, Dennis had shown Tim an angry, bent-in-half, talking toothpick. Tim now figured anything was possible.

Tim and Dennis had traveled to the nearest town and purchased a number of supplies to build a box that they would then place in the water to travel to an unknown destination hidden in everyone’s brain. It was hard to believe, but Tim could think of no other explanation for some of the things he had seen and learned.

They stacked the wood up against the barn wall. Tim looked up at the night stars and then glanced down at Dennis, wondering why in the world he was putting so much trust in such an odd individual.

Dennis had on his tattered black robe and his wrinkle-proof pants. On the front of the robe he had placed his bank sticker. Dennis stood as if the entire ensemble made him invincible—his bald head shining under the light of the moon.

“So we build a box, fix it to the lake floor, and swim in?” Tim asked. “That’s it?”

Dennis looked confused. Luckily for him, he was wearing Sabine. Sabine hissed up through Dennis’s skin and out his mouth.

“We’ll need a mismatched piece of ground,” he breathed, trying hard to be civil, but sounding like an angry kitten.

Dennis began to writhe and scream. His black robe fluttered and whipped wildly about him. Dennis fell to the ground and lay there perfectly still. Sabine could feel that the last essence of him in Foo was no longer.

After a few moments, Dennis opened his eyes to find Tim hovering over him anxiously. “Are you okay?” he asked, reaching to help Dennis up.

“Fine,” Sabine said out of Dennis. Dennis added a small hand wave to make it more convincing.

“So where do we find a mismatched piece of ground?” Tim asked.

Again Dennis looked confused.

Tim filled the silence himself.

“I guess we’ll just build the box and worry about that when we get to it,” he said enthusiastically.

“Excellent,” Dennis hissed.

“I guess it’s not too late to get started tonight,” Tim added.

Dennis smiled and fought the urge to throw his head back and laugh wickedly. He won the battle with himself by placing his right hand over his mouth and pretending to cough.

Tim picked up a hammer.
  

Chapter Thirty-Eight

The Calm
 

Leven had never seen so much food. The large table in the center of the room was covered with meat-filled platters and deep dishes of whipped roots and potatoes. Gravy boats drifted among the islands of bread, filled to the rim with dark, savory sauces. Carrots the size of small, closed umbrellas, sprinkled with parsley, lay stacked like wood in a large dish, butter melting slowly over them.

The aromas were delicious.

Leven looked around the table in the immense dining hall of Geth’s magnificent castle. Next to him sat Winter. The red had faded from her blonde hair, and she had her green eyes open and on full display as she took in the delectable sights and delightful smells.

Leven took her hand and squeezed it. “You okay?” he asked.

Winter smiled, pushing her hair behind her ears.

It was miraculous that she was even alive. Sadly, her gift had been stolen. It was a terrible thing for a nit to lose her gift, and Leven knew it would take some time before Winter was truly healed. He had already promised her that he would do whatever he could to get her gift back.

Leven looked past Winter to Geth. Geth was busy making up for all the food he had been denied as a toothpick.

Leven laughed, watching him.

He thought of the feelings he had for the small toothpick and the joy he had experienced at being able to see Geth as he really was. Foo felt safer with Geth and his city restored.

Geth had promised Leven he could have a couple of days to rest, but after that they would be leaving Niteon and heading to Lith. Geth felt it was time for Leven to meet the Want.

“Are you getting enough?” Leven asked Geth.

“No,” Geth answered, with a full mouth.

“You might want to use your old self to clean your teeth when you’re done eating,” Clover said from across the table.

In the last couple of days Clover had thought up, and used, every toothpick joke imaginable.

“Have I used that one before?” Clover asked.

“Yes,” they all answered.

Next to Clover was an empty chair. It reminded Leven of Amelia. He had known her for such a short while, but he felt like less of a person with her now gone. He hoped wherever she was, she was with Hector and happy. He wanted her to know that as he fought for Foo he wouldn’t let her down. She would always be in his heart.

Leven also thought of the whisp he and Clover had found in the woods. In a small way he could relate to her. She had been snatched from everything she knew and put down in a place she had never even dreamed of. He had already talked to Geth about trying to find her. It was another one of the things they had to accomplish.

Jamoon had not been found. He was assumed dead, since his falling had been an accident of sorts. Already the Sochemists had sent out two waves of locusts informing the residents of Foo that all was well and Morfit was still in control.

Geth had been monitoring incoming dreams and trying to figure out if there was any truth to the rumor that someone in Reality was constructing a new gateway. Geth felt the chances were slim, but knew it was possible, if the one constructing it had the right brain. Geth had also reported that so many of the dreams coming into Foo at the moment were showing signs of changes in Reality—buildings moving, planes landing upside down, and huge dirt avalands showing up all over. It seemed as if Reality was showing the first signs of the war it didn’t yet know about.

Leven looked down at himself. He touched his new black shirt and could feel the key hanging beneath it. He had still not shown it to Geth or Winter, but he and Clover had studied it for hours. Clover had said over and over that it was probably just a useless key and that Leven should just give it to him to throw away. Leven wasn’t falling for it. He didn’t know exactly what it was, but he knew he’d be wise to hold on to it.

He had no idea just how right he was.

Leven looked at Geth and Winter and Clover and the empty chair. The sight and smell of food filled his senses to the point where he thought they might burst.

Leven stood and struck his glass with his wooden spoon. All eyes turned to him.

“Just a few weeks ago, I was in Oklahoma, wishing my life was more interesting,” Leven said, smiling at each of his friends. “Thanks for making it so full.”

Each raised his or her glass, and Geth smiled. “Hear, hear!” he shouted.

Outside of Geth’s castle the purple night sky pulsated and the stars cheered.
  

Afterword

The Whispered Secret
 

Moonlight flooded the room like a heavenly night-light. Leven had never been in a more comfortable bed. Outside his half-opened window the leaves of a cluster of fantrum trees rustled softly in the dark breeze. The trees closest to his window tapped against the top of the glass, as if summoning Leven to sneak out.

Leven wasn’t going anywhere except to sleep.

Leven could smell the sweet air flowing in through the window and dancing around the room. The gold glow from his eyes made the black ribbons of breeze visible.

The night felt somehow different. Leven figured it was because Clover wasn’t around. Clover had been begging for the last couple of days for Leven to let him return to untie the onick and to go to the tharms’ cave and free all the captured sycophants. Clover had insisted that it would take no more than a day, and that if he went invisibly and alone he could be in and out with no problem. Leven had told Clover he could do whatever he wanted, but that wasn’t good enough. So, Clover kept on begging. Finally, Leven had insisted that Clover go.

Now Leven wished he hadn’t agreed.

Leven pulled his thick blanket up and closed his eyes. The breeze outside moaned softly. Leven fluffed up his pillows and repositioned his head. He looked down the length of the bed to where his feet were. He didn’t remember ever sleeping in a really comfortable bed. The single bed on the porch where Terry and Addy had stuck him was lumpy and narrow, and the bridge Leven and Winter had slept under was even worse. Now, here he was, these last few days sleeping in a bed bigger than himself with a mattress that could give marshmallows pointers.

Leven sighed, and for a moment life seemed good.

It’s funny how fleeting those moments can be.

Sleep settled over Leven like new snow as a soft whisper blew into the room through the half-opened window. The whisper moaned, swooping around the room like an undisciplined tornado.

Leven’s tired eyes blinked open, and he looked toward the window as a thick patch of night sky began crawling in. It would have been impossible to see if not for the light color of the walls. The image reminded Leven of the air in Fissure Gorge.

Leven sat up.

Once through the window, the patch stood and slunk along the wall as if it were hiding. But the small amount of moonlight gave it definition.

“What are—”

Leven stopped talking because the whispered secret was tiptoeing closer, unaware that Leven could see it.

Leven was foolish not to act.

The secret stepped closer and stared Leven directly in the eyes.

He had been recognized.

Any calm Leven had previously felt was now gone. The secret lunged at Leven, knocking him in the chest and sending him flying backward off the bed. The secret banged in and out of his ears and through his brain like a metal stake.

Leven grabbed at his head and screamed in pain.

He tried to fight it, but there was nothing to grab. He knocked a water basin from a small table and sent it crashing to the floor. The once-buried secret moved off Leven and howled joyfully. Then it whipped around the room and began to slip out the window.

Leven sat there trembling.

Suddenly the door to his room opened, and there stood Geth. He looked around the room and spotted the secret slipping out. Without saying anything, Geth lunged for the window and grabbed hold of the secret’s feet. The whispering secret hissed and kicked itself free, pushing all the way out of the house.

Empty-handed, Geth turned to Leven.

“Are you okay?”

“I think so,” Leven replied, still shaken by the experience.

“You released a secret?” Geth demanded.

“By accident,” Leven said. “I dug it up in the forest, days ago.”

“Has it been following you?” Geth panicked.

“Clover had been keeping an eye on it,” Leven said in a daze and feeling more frightened than he ever had before. “I didn’t realize what it really was.”

“What was it hiding?” Geth demanded. “What did it tell you?”

“I can’t say,” Leven said. He was trembling all over. “I can’t tell you.”

“Of course you can,” Geth insisted. “The whole of Foo will know in a matter of days. Once a secret informs the soul who dug it up, it’s under no obligation to keep it to itself. And a secret that strong will tell anyone who will listen.”

Leven stood in a panic. “We have to find Clover,” he insisted. “Now!”

“Why?” Geth asked.

“Because,” Leven moaned, “in a few hours all of Foo is going to know how to get rid of sycophants.”

“Sit,” Geth insisted, pushing Leven’s shoulders down. “You know how sycophants die?”

“I think so. We have to find Clover.”

“You couldn’t possibly know,” Geth said. “That secret is untouchable. It can’t get out. If sycophants could be killed, then their lands could be captured. And their lands hide some of the most important tools in Foo.”

“Then what was that secret?” Leven asked, still shaking and pointing toward the window it had escaped through.

“It must have been a decoy,” Geth said calmly.

“How can you tell?”

“The real secret is locked by key,” Geth said. “There’s no way it could get out unless you had used the key.”

Leven’s face went pale. He reached down his shirt and withdrew the key that had been hanging around his neck.

Not since Geth had been pulled from Clover’s void had he looked so frightened. Geth touched the key carefully.

“How?”

“It was an accident,” Leven said. “We were in the forest.”

“The Want must be told,” Geth declared. “Tonight.”

“And we have to find Clover.”

Geth looked down at Leven. “Of course,” he said.

Leven stood and glanced at the soft bed he was leaving. It didn’t matter; he could think of nothing but Clover. Leven threw on his dark robe and let his eyes burn gold.

He had a secret to stop.
  

Glossary

Who’s Who in Foo
 

Leven Thumps

Leven is fourteen years old and is the grandson of Hector Thumps, the builder of the gateway. Leven originally knew nothing of Foo or of his heritage. He eventually discovered his true identity: He is an offing who can see and manipulate the future. Leven’s brown eyes burn gold whenever his gift kicks in.

Winter Frore

Winter is thirteen, with white-blonde hair and deep evergreen eyes. Her pale skin and willowy clothes give her the appearance of a shy spirit. Like Sabine, she is a nit and has the ability to freeze whatever she wishes. She was born in Foo, but her thoughts and memories of her previous life are gone. Winter struggles just to figure out what her purpose is.

Geth

Geth has existed for hundreds of years. In Foo he was one of the strongest and most respected beings, a powerful lithen. Geth is the head token of the Council of Wonder and the heir to the throne of Foo. Eternally optimistic, Geth is also the most outspoken against the wishes of Sabine. To silence Geth, Sabine trapped Geth’s soul in the seed of a fantrum tree and left him for the birds. Fate rescued Geth, and in the dying hands of his loyal friend Antsel he was taken through the gateway, out of Foo, and planted in Reality. He was brought back to Foo by Leven and Winter.

Sabine (suh-biné)

Sabine is the darkest and most selfish being in Foo. Snatched from Reality at the age of nine, he is now a nit with the ability to freeze whatever he wishes. Sabine thirsts to rebuild the gateway because he believes if he can move freely between Foo and Reality he can rule them both. So evil and selfish are his desires that the very shadows he casts seek to flee him, giving him the ability to send his dark castoffs down through the dreams of men so he can view and mess with Reality.

Antsel

Antsel was an aged member of the Council of Wonder. He was  fiercely devoted to the philosophy of Foo and to preserving the dreams of men. He was Geth’s greatest supporter, and he was deeply loyal to the Council. Snatched from Reality many years ago, he was a nit who had the ability to see perfectly underground. He was a true Foo-fighter who perished for the cause.

Clover Ernest

Clover is a sycophant from Foo assigned to look after Leven. He is about twelve inches tall and furry all over except for his face, knees, and elbows. He wears a shimmering robe that renders him completely invisible if the hood is up. He is incredibly curious and mischievous to a fault. His previous burn was Antsel.

Jamoon

Jamoon is Sabine’s right-hand man as well as a rant. Because he is a rant, half of his body is unstable, transformed continually into the form of the dreams being entertained by humans. He is totally obedient to Sabine’s wishes. Jamoon believes Sabine’s promise that if he and his kind can get into Reality, the rants’ unusual condition will be healed.

Hector Thumps

Hector Thumps is Leven’s grandfather and the creator of the gateway. When fate snatched him into Foo, he fought to find a way back to the girl he loved in Reality. His quest nearly drove him mad.

Amelia Thumps

Amelia is the woman Hector Thumps married after he returned to Foo a second time. She is Leven’s grandmother and lives between Morfit and the Fundrals of Foo. She was the protector of the gateway to Foo.

Tim Tuttle

Tim is a garbage man and a kindly neighbor of Winter. In Reality, Tim and his wife, Wendy, looked after Winter after being instructed to do so by Amelia. When Winter goes missing, Tim sets out to find her.

Dennis Wood

Dennis is a janitor whom fate has picked to carry out a great task. He leads a lonely life and has never dreamed.

Janet Frore

Janet is a woman who believes she is Winter’s mother but has no concern that Winter is missing. She has spent her life caring only for herself.

Terry and Addy Graph

Terry and Addy were Leven’s horrible-care givers in Reality.
  

The Order of Things
 

Children of the Sewn

The Children of the Sewn live beneath and amongst the roots of the Red Grove. They are patched together from dreams and imaginations. They are the only framers in Foo. Their task is to frame the strong dreams so that they can be focused on and achieved, and to frame the darkest dreams so that they are contained and stopped.

Cogs

Cogs are the ungifted offspring of nits. They possess no great single talent, yet they can manipulate and enhance dreams.

Eggmen

The Eggmen live beneath the Devil’s Spiral and are master candy makers. They are egg-shaped and fragile, but dedicated believers in Foo.

Fissure Gorge

Fissure Gorge is a terrific gorge that runs from the top of Foo to the Veil Sea. At its base is a burning, iridescent glow that creates a great mist when it meets with the sea. The heat also shifts and changes the hard, mazelike air that fills the gorge.

Gifts

There are twelve gifts in Foo. Every nit can take on a single gift to help him or her enhance dreams. The gifts are:

See through soil

Run like the wind

Freeze things

Breathe fire

Levitate objects

Burrow

See through stone

Shrink

Throw lightning

Fade in and out

Push and bind dreams

Fly

Lithens (lié-thuns)

Lithens were the original dwellers of Foo, placed in the realm by fate. They are committed to the sacred task of preserving the true Foo. Lithens live and travel by fate, and they fear almost nothing. They are honest and are believed to be incorruptible. Geth is a lithen.

Lore Coil

Lore Coils are created when something of great passion or energy happens in Foo. The energy drifts out in a growing circle across Foo, giving information or showing static-like images to those it passes over. When the Lore Coil reaches the borders of Foo, it bounces back to where it came from. It can bounce back and forth for many years. Most do not hear it after the second pass.

Nihils (nills)

Nihils are black scavenger birds that pick at the leaves and bark of trees, searching for and eating small bits of leftover dreams that have settled in the trees. They are aggressive and a nuisance.

Nits

Niteons—or nits, as they are referred to—are humans who were once on earth and were brought to Foo by fate. Nits are the working class of Foo. They are the most stable and the best dream enhancers. Each is given a powerful gift soon after he or she arrives in Foo. A number of nits can control fire or water or ice. Some can see in the pitch dark or walk through walls and rock. Some can levitate and change shape. Nits are usually loyal and honest. Both Winter Frore and Sabine are nits.

Offings

Offings are rare and powerful. Unlike others who might be given only one gift, offings can see and manipulate the future as well as learn other gifts. Offings are the most trusted confidants of the Want. Leven Thumps is an offing.

Palehi (palé-hie)

The palehi are a group of beings who refuse to take sides. They escort people through the Swollen Forest. They are pale from all the frightening things they have seen. Their arms are marked with stripes that keep count of how many trips through the forest they have made.

Rants

Rants are nit offspring that are born with too little character to successfully manipulate dreams. They are constantly in a state of instability and chaos. As dreams catch them, half of their bodies become the image of what someone in Reality is dreaming at the moment. Rants are usually dressed in long robes to hide their odd, unstable forms. Jamoon is a rant.

Rings of Plague

The Rings of Plague were created by Sabine. There were originally two, but Geth defeated one of them. The remaining Ring consists of eleven nits plus Sabine, each possessing one of the different gifts of Foo. Collectively having all the gifts, they are a threat to most.

Rovens

Rovens are large, colorful, winged creatures that are raised in large farms in the dark caves beneath Morfit. They are used for transportation and are sought after because of their unbreakable talons. Unlike most in Foo, rovens can be killed. They are fierce diggers and can create rips in the very soil of Foo. When they shed their hair, it can live for a short while. They often shed their hair and let it do their dirty work.

Sarus

The sarus are thick, fuzzy bugs who can fly. They swarm their victims and carry them off by biting down and lifting as a group. They can communicate only through the vibration of water. They are in control of the gaze and in charge of creating gigantic trees.

Siids

There were originally seven siids—humongous, mountain-sized beasts whose weight helped balance the landscape of Foo. Siids have the gift of killing and in turn can be killed. Years ago some siids were hunted and killed off, and now many in Foo feel that the unbalance and darkening of Foo are somehow connected to their absence.

Sochemists

The Sochemists of Morfit are a group of twenty-four aged beings who listen for Lore Coils and explain what they hear. They are constantly fighting over what they believe they have heard. They communicate what they know to the rest of Foo by using locusts.

Sycophants (sick´-o-funts)

Sycophants are assigned to serve those who are snatched into Foo. Their job is to help those new residents of Foo understand and adjust to a whole different existence. They spend their entire lives serving the people to whom they are assigned, called their “burns.” There is only one way for sycophants to die, but nobody aside from the sycophants knows what that is.

Tharms

Tharms are short, smelly creatures who populate the Swollen Forest. They have a third arm where a tail would be. They are mysterious and love to capture and bury things in the forest. They also like to ransom those they have caught for favors.

The Turrets

The turrets of Foo are a large circle of stone turrets that surround a mile-high pillar of restoring flame. The turrets sit on a large area of Niteon and are surrounded by a high fence. The main way to the flame is through the gatehouse that sits miles away.

The Want

The Want is the virtually unseen but constantly felt sage of Foo. He lives on the island of Lith and can see every dream that comes in. He is prophetic and a bit mad from all the visions he has had.

The Waves of the Lime Sea

The Waves of the Lime Sea are a mysterious and misunderstood group of beings who guard the island of Alder. Their loyalty is to the oldest tree that grows on the island.

Whisps

Whisps are the sad images of beings who were only partially snatched from Reality into Foo. They have no physical bodies, but they can think and reason. They are sought after for their ideas, but miserable because they can’t feel or touch anything.
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To all of those who have fought valiantly for Foo but no longer recall it

Dreams linger because of you
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Chapter One

A Stern Warming
 

The Red Grove moaned softly, releasing the last bit of warmth it had held onto from the day. The thin veins of heat were smothered quickly by the cold. Trees shook, and their leaves curled like startled snails as a light wind drifted cautiously through the chill.

The air thinned.

All manner of creatures and beings looked for shelter beneath the roots of trees or in holes hidden in the tall cliff walls. The Tea birds remained in their nests, afraid to fly for fear of their shadows freezing and leaving them stuck in the air.

The night blackened.

The rambling forest of the Red Grove was circled by tall, jagged cliffs from which the dark night had stolen all outline and definition. A weathered cottage squatted at the edge of the valley. The tavern’s tiny windows glowed from the activity inside as a small wisp of smoke oozed up from the chimney. When the smoke rose high enough, greedy plum trees reached out to pull and twist it in their branches like taffy.

Beneath the trees’ canopy, a rough stone trail ran from back to over across the dark valley. The sound of hooves echoed off the rock walls as three onicks raced closer. The onicks stopped in a clearing a hundred yards away from the tavern.

“Easy,” Geth whispered to his onick. “Calm yourself.”

“Is that it?” Leven asked, pointing to the cottage.

“Should be,” Geth answered softly. “If our contact in Cusp was telling us the truth.”

“At least it looks warm in there,” Winter shivered. “I never knew it could be so cold.”

“Your gift kept you warm,” Geth said, his long hair hiding his eyes. “Now you must feel the elements of winter just like everyone else.”

“I feel like half a person without it,” Winter said. “I can’t shake the feeling of being incomplete.”

“You look whole,” Leven joked. “Don’t worry—if Jamoon was able to steal your gift, there must be a way to recover it.”

The onicks they were sitting on shifted.

“So we just march in?” Leven asked, diverting the conversation from Winter’s condition.

“I was thinking we’d march quietly,” Geth said.

“Let’s go, then,” Leven replied impatiently. “We’ve got to stop that secret. It could be selling itself right now.”

“I don’t think it is,” Geth whispered. “It’s held its tongue this long. It is an unusual secret that recognizes what it has. This one is waiting for the right buyer, and, if what we were told in Cusp is true, we know that buyer has not arrived here yet. Besides, the secret’s scared. It won’t be standing in plain sight. Look for it in the corners or the rafters. It’s waiting for the right moment to show itself and make the deal of its lifetime.”

“Let’s hurry,” Winter said, blowing on her stiff hands. “It’s freezing.”

“Remember,” Geth said. “If you spot the secret, don’t react. Don’t let it know that you know it’s there. And Leven, you must keep your face and eyes hidden. It will recognize you easily.”

“Got it,” Leven said.

“What if it runs?” Winter asked. She was wrapped in a dark brown robe tied around the waist. Her long blonde hair spilled out from under her hood, circling her green eyes and once pink, currently blue, lips.

“Then we chase it,” Geth said with enthusiasm.

“There must be . . .” Leven stopped to count the creatures tied up outside the tavern. “There must be at least twenty people in there.”

“Perfect,” Geth whispered, slipping from his onick and sounding like the toothpick he once had been.

“Last time I counted, we made up only three,” Leven said calmly.

“Nobody in there will give us trouble unless we ask for it,” Geth said.

Leven smiled at Geth. It was still not easy to believe that the toothpick Leven had toted around for all that time was now a man taller and stronger than him. And not just any man, but a lithen, which was about as close to royalty as Foo got. Geth’s long,
 dusty-blond hair hung down in front of his blue eyes. The hood of his green robe was pulled back off his head, and his kilve hung from a thick leather strap over his shoulder. When Geth had first stepped from the ashes and back into his former self, he had looked far more royal and polished. He now appeared much more roguish and up for adventure.

“I wouldn’t mind a tenth of your confidence,” Leven whispered.

“You’re not scared, are you?” Winter asked. “I mean, you have multiple gifts; all I have is this kilve.”

The wooden staff Winter held looked dull under the dark night. The top of it emitted a weak amber glow.

“Don’t worry. Fate will see us through, and by the time you both take your places in Foo, you will have the confidence to do anything you please,” Geth smiled. “Now, let’s go.”

Leven pulled the reins tight on his onick. His hands were bigger than they had been when he had first stepped into Foo—in fact, his entire body was larger. The experiences he had struggled through had caused him to grow rapidly, aging his body by a couple of years at least. He felt like a smaller version of himself wrapped up in a body two sizes too big.

“Let’s snuff that secret out,” Leven said.

Geth clicked his teeth and maneuvered his onick down the thin stone path through the trees. The onick Leven was riding moaned and hissed, causing those tied up in front of the tavern to moan back.

The three of them dismounted and loosely tied their onicks to the wooden post in front. The cold wind twisted up both of Leven’s legs and ran down his arms. He wished both for warmth and for Clover.

Clover had not returned since he had run off to take care of some other sycophants that the tharms had tied up. Leven had allowed Clover to leave freely, but had he known then what he knew now, he never would have let Clover depart. He could think of little besides the safe return of his close friend.

“He’s fine,” Winter said as she stepped up next to Leven and touched his hand.

“What?”

“Clover’s fine,” she smiled. “Even if the whole of Foo knew how to harm him, he could stay hidden. Besides, we’ll put a stop to the secret and there will be no reason to worry.”

“About Clover,” Leven specified.

“Sure,” Winter said. “There will still be plenty of other things to worry about.”

“That’s what makes fate exciting,” Geth said, sounding like a philosophy teacher and motioning for them to follow. “Who knows what’s coming next?”

The three of them walked quickly to the door of the tavern.

“Hide your eyes,” Geth instructed Leven as he pulled on the hood of his own robe.

Leven flipped his hood up onto his head and tugged the front of it down over his brown eyes. Tiny bits of his long, black hair poked out of the edges. Leven still felt uncomfortable wearing a cloak. It seemed to be the standard dress in Foo, but every time he saw himself he felt as if he were dressing up for a play or for Halloween.

The door to the tavern opened by itself.

Like steam, the smells of roasted sheep and body odor flooded over the three of them. A short nit with a face full of woe sat in the corner playing a slow tune on an accordion. The tavern master looked up from the counter he was wiping to stare at them. He was tall, with a back as bent as any reputable hook. Confident they were no threat, the tavern master growled and went back to wiping down the counter.

Leven looked over the crowd.

The fire was humming along with the accordion, providing a nice background noise for the raucous laughter coming from those drinking and eating. There were two nits throwing sticks in the corner and two tables where single patrons sat somberly drinking. A young woman with long purple hair walked between the tables flirting in an effort to up her tips. She stood tall and put a hand on her hip while winking in Geth’s direction.

Geth smiled.

A group of six souls were sitting in the far corner. Two of them were rants, covered in large black robes; two were cogs, their blue foreheads appearing almost green in the light of the fire; and the other two were wide and oval shaped. Below the hems of their thick wool skirts, plump, mushy ankles topped their rounded, nublike shoes. They had no necks—instead, their shoulders rolled up into their dome-shaped heads, on which just a few straw-looking strands of hair grew upward in a jagged fashion. Their skin was pale and thin, and their facial features were flat and almost translucent.

“Eggmen,” Geth whispered in surprise.

“The candy makers?” Leven asked.

Geth nodded.

“The ones Clover’s always talking about?” Leven said with excitement.

Geth nodded again. “They usually stick to the Devil’s Spiral and almost never associate with rants,” he whispered. “The rants’ unstable condition can prove dangerous for them and their brittle skin.”
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Leven glanced at Winter. She was slowly looking over the room and rafters with her green eyes.

“We should find a place to sit,” Geth said, still looking at the Eggmen.

They all moved to a square table at the far end of the room. The fire hummed louder just so they could properly hear it.

“I wish Clover were here,” Leven whispered. “I know he has some candy ideas he’s wanted to get to the Eggmen.”

“I doubt those two have much affiliation with the rest of their race,” Geth said softly. “Eggmen are loyal and stay together no matter what. Seeing two alone like that is not a comfortable sign. I’ve never enjoyed dealing with strays.”

“Any sign of the secret?” Leven whispered.

Both Geth and Winter carefully shook their heads.

“You know we’ve been riding for hours,” Leven pointed out.

“Thanks for the report, Lev,” Winter joked.

“What I mean is, I wonder if they have a bathroom.”

Geth motioned with his right hand to a small red door near the back of the tavern.

“Keep your eyes hidden,” Geth warned again.

Leven pulled his hood so tight he could barely see out under it.

The waitress with the purple hair sauntered up to their table and took their drink orders. She then apologized for the other company in the bar.

“The cold brings the elements in,” she smiled.

Leven looked around and marveled at where his life had come to. He had traveled a long way from the Rolling Greens Deluxe Mobile Home Park and Sterling Thoughts Middle School. Gone were bullies like Brick and Glen, and in their place were Eggmen and whispered secrets.

Leven definitely preferred one set of problems over the other.

“What can I get you to drink?” the waitress asked.

“How about three pints of fuzzy cream,” Geth answered. “And a bar of shaved mint. Oh, and some roasted sheep.”

“Of course,” she said, winking.

Leven stood and headed to the red door.
  

Chapter Two

Futile and Futiler
 

Everyone enjoys a bit of quiet at times. A silent sunrise or a peaceful evening can be very satisfying. Or perhaps it has just snowed and the streets are vacant and there is no traffic or noise. That sounds—or, in actuality, doesn’t sound—enjoyable.

But there are also times when silence is simply not acceptable. Yes, there are times in life when a person needs to stand up and say something loud. Perhaps there has been a robbery and you know who did it.

I suggest you speak up.

Or say you know just the button to push on the dashboard of life, a button that will grant everyone every wish they’ve ever desired and end all suffering and cruelty. If so, don’t just raise your hand and speak up, but press the button quick!

Throughout history there have been many great moments where someone has ended intolerance or confusion simply by speaking up. There have also been equally sad moments where those who should have spoken up have stayed seated with lips closed and in doing so allowed evil and wrongdoing to continue with no signal to shut it down.

Tim Tuttle was not the kind of soul to let wrong slide without saying something. Normally Tim was a quiet, thoughtful being who preferred thinking to speaking, but the time had come for him to open his mouth and give his two cents. He was standing in the most beautiful landscape he had ever set foot on, and yet his head was filled with ugly thoughts.

“This isn’t right,” Tim said to Dennis, thrusting out his weak chin. “It feels like we are creating something impossible. How will this help me find Winter?”

Dennis smiled. He stood tall and ran his right hand over his shaved head. The black robe he wore was tattered and blew like stiff, dried algae in the light wind. The robe was so thin in spots that Tim could clearly see bits of Dennis’s white shirt underneath. Dennis’s pants were, as usual, wrinkle free, and he still wore the bank sticker that said, “I save a bundle banking at Bindle.”

Dennis looked at Tim and pushed the right sleeve of his robe up with his left hand. He then did the same to his left sleeve with his right hand.

Tim stepped back and tugged his ball cap down more securely on his head.

Dennis’s arms were covered with dark images and lines running in every direction. The images wriggled across his skin in waves, twisting around his arms and slithering up under the robe. The lines bubbled below and above his skin, straining to break out.

“What is that?” Tim said, pointing to Dennis’s arms.

“Nothing to worry about,” Dennis answered. “Genetics.”

Tim stepped back even farther. “Does it hurt?”

“Not at all,” Dennis smiled.

What Tim didn’t understand was that Dennis was changing. At first he had been simply a vehicle for the last bits of Sabine to wrap himself around, but as each minute ticked off, Sabine was seeping into Dennis, meshing with the once dim-witted janitor. Soon Dennis would be more powerful than he could have ever dreamed of being. He would also be torn between destroying Foo and returning to the law firm where he used to clean offices, just to rub it in their faces.

“I’m not sure this is where I should be,” Tim said. “My head feels thick.”

“That’s just the air here,” Dennis hissed softly. “It’s too clean. I promise you Foo is real. And you will find Winter. I’m certain of it.”

“I just don’t know anymore,” Tim said. “I just don’t know.”

“What don’t you understand?” a sharp, angry voice chimed in. “Foo is real, and you’d better get there, or that girl’s dead. Finished. Extinguished. No more.”

Tim looked down in the direction of the talking toothpick.

Ezra was hanging from the right leg of Dennis’s indestructible pants. Ezra’s purple hair was wriggling like tiny snakes, and he was pointing at Tim with his right arm. His single eye was blinking madly. A couple of days ago, Ezra’s future had looked rather bleak. He had been nearly snapped in two by the angry hands of Dennis. Now, however, Ezra was mending. Ezra had talked Tim into purchasing a small vial of dark green nail polish. Tim had then watched Ezra painfully and slowly lower himself into the nail polish, creating an enamel body cast that corrected the weak spot where he had nearly been snapped in half.

Ezra had dipped himself in and let the polish dry, again and again, coating his entire body in dark green enamel. It had made it a bit harder for him to move his arms and legs, but with a little work the dried nail polish gave in spots, and Ezra had soon gained full range of motion. He still stood with a slight bend, but he was back. And, as before, Ezra had no patience for anyone. He tolerated Dennis because he didn’t want to be snapped in half again, but his tongue was as acerbic as ever.

“Extinguished?” Tim asked, staring at Ezra and still not completely able to comprehend a talking toothpick.

“I thought you understood English,” Ezra spat. “Did I say alive?”

“Silence,” Dennis said. “We’ve work to finish. We need to find a mismatched piece of road that can be transported and placed in the bottom of the gateway.”

“I’ll start searching,” Tim said, looking forward to the chance of getting off on his own.

“Perfect,” Dennis said. “We’ll be in Foo before the week is through.”

Ezra leaned back and cackled a sinister laugh. Dennis and Tim just stared at him.

“I mean, oh good,” Ezra corrected his behavior.

Tim turned to go but was stopped by Dennis’s hand on his shoulder.

“It’s a cold day,” Dennis said. “You’d do well to wear something warmer.”

“I’m fine,” Tim said.

“Here,” Dennis insisted. “Borrow this.”

Before Tim could say another word, Dennis had torn off a thick swath of Sabine and wrapped it around Tim’s right wrist.

“No, really,” Tim protested. “I’m . . .”

The tattered bit of robe felt so warm. It heated up Tim’s body like a pleasant embrace. It seemed to speak to him. Tim motioned as if he were going to remove it, but he dropped his hands.

“I’ll just wear it for the moment,” Tim said slowly.

“Of course,” Dennis said.

“It’s so warm,” Tim slurred.

“What’s happening to him?” Ezra sneered. “He’s gone all foggy.”

“He’ll be fine,” Dennis said, the dark images shifting across his own skin. “He’s just getting a little better taste of Foo.”

Tim just stared.

“He’s kind of a strange dolt,” Ezra observed, his single eye blinking toward Tim.

“Well, he’s about to get stranger.”

Ezra laughed another wicked laugh, and this time he made no attempt to excuse his behavior.
  

Chapter Three

Mirrors and Rafters
 

The sounds of the bar were warm and comforting. A worn wooden sign above the door said Washroom. Leven wove through the tables toward the door. The nits throwing sticks were arguing about one of them cheating.

Leven moved around them and up to the red door. He reached out and the door opened effortlessly, without his help. Doors had a better understanding of what they were supposed to do in Foo than in Reality.

Leven stepped in and the door closed softly behind him. There was a short stone corridor with a single candle burning on the opposite wall. The cold was much stronger in here than in the tavern’s main hall.

Leven shivered and exhaled. He watched his breath lift to the high straw ceiling, drifting in and out of the rafters as it ascended. At the end of the hall there was another red door.

Leven stepped up to it.

The doorknob turned, but the door wouldn’t budge. To the right of the door was a long, twisted flight of stairs leading down. Leven looked around and then descended.

The stairs took him to a small room lit by two glowing candles. At the edge of the room was a large wooden pump with a bucket sitting at a tilt beneath it. Next to the pump was a short wall hiding a deep, rancid hole.

“I miss normal toilets,” Leven sighed.

Before Leven left the washroom he ran water from the pump over his hands and looked in the mirror hanging unevenly on the wall above it. He pulled back the hood of his robe and was somewhat surprised at the reflection of himself.

Leven’s face was a bit fuller than he expected, and his brown eyes glowed a subtle orange around the rim of the pupils. His hair was long, and the white streak above his right ear was as bright as if it were an active light source. His straight nose and teeth were familiar, but different.

Leven ran water over his hands and pushed them both back through his hair. The few freckles he had were fading. The uneven mirror made his skin look different shades of white.

“You brought us into this,” Leven’s reflection spoke.

Leven looked at the mirror in shock.

The image he projected sighed. “Don’t act too surprised,” it said. “You’ve seen stranger things in Foo.”

Leven touched the mirror, and his reflection smiled a crooked smile. Leven pulled the mirror away from the wall and checked out the back of it.

“You always were slow to believe,” his reflection said. “Of course, now that you are in Foo, you are forced to believe simply by being here.”

“How are you speaking?” Leven asked, glancing intently at himself in the mirror. “Those aren’t my thoughts.”

“Why would they be?” his reflection snapped. “I might look like you, but I have a mind of my own.”

Leven’s reflection signed another heavy sigh. “I have stared back at you for so many years,” it said. “Never able to speak. Now you’re standing before me and I finally have a voice.”

“How’s it possible?”

“This is a reflective mirror,” the reflection said. “It allows me to reflect in more ways than just image. You’re taller now.”

“I guess I am,” Leven answered, looking away from the mirror and down at himself.

“There’s no guessing,” his reflection said. “You are taller. Experience has made you grow. Normally we reflections have time to stretch ourselves out to keep up with your growth, but you are moving so fast.”

“Sorry,” Leven said.

“No matter,” his reflection waved. “What’s with your eyes?”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s gold around them.”

“I’m not sure what causes it.”

“I like it. And the white in your hair seems more pronounced.”

“It needs to be cut.”

“So who’s out there with you?” Leven’s reflection said, trying to see around Leven and get a better look at the room behind him.

“No one.”

“No Clover? No Winter?”

“I don’t think Winter would be caught dead in here.”

“Of course,” the reflection said, sounding more proper than Leven would ever be. “How does Foo fit you?”

“I’m adjusting,” Leven answered. “I hardly think about my life before it.”

“What life?”

“Exactly,” Leven said. “Sometimes I wake up here amazed to be in Foo. There have even been moments when I’ve longed to be back in Oklahoma and not having to go through what is happening here. But when I think of what my life was like, I know instantly that no matter how hard it gets here, fate has still dealt me a far better blow.”

“Thanks for stating the obvious,” Leven’s reflection snipped. “I assume you’re not traveling alone?”

“Geth and Winter are here.”

“Interesting,” his reflection said sarcastically. “So, do you still have the key?”

“Of course,” Leven said.

“Let me see,” the reflection said with hushed excitement.

Leven pulled the key up out of the top opening of his robe. It hung around his neck on a long string of leather. The key sparkled under the light of the torches. His reflection reached to touch it, but was stopped by the glass.

“Flip it over,” Leven’s reflection said.

Leven flipped it in his hand. “I wish I’d never found it,” he said seriously. “I’d rather it were lost for good.”

“Still,” his reflection salivated, “it’s a beautiful thing.”

Leven squinted at his own reflection. “I’m not sure I like this. I feel like I’m talking to myself.”

“Well, you have little choice in the matter,” his reflection said, standing up straight. “I am who I am, and there is really no way for you to change me.”

“Really?” Leven said skeptically. “No way?”

“Well, there’s always a way, but it—”

Leven’s reflection stopped speaking as an Eggman stepped into the washroom. The Eggman looked at Leven and grunted. A white, greasy substance leaked out around the rim of his yolk-colored lips.

“Hello,” Leven said.

The Eggman looked at Leven. He then looked at Leven’s reflection. “I’ve never really cared for mirrors,” the Egg said. “I can’t stand what I see looking back at me.”

Leven looked at his reflection again.

The Eggman pulled what looked to be a splintered twig from his pocket and ran it through the three or four tangled pieces of thick hair on his head.

Leven stared.

The Eggman was amazing looking, but not necessarily in a “pleasing-to-the-eye” way. The small bits of skin Leven could see were mushy and thin. His body looked like a white balloon that had been filled with oatmeal. His face was wide and spread out, with a pronounced curvature that kept his left eye from view.

Leven pumped some more water over his hands as the Eggman moved into the washroom stall. As Leven stepped back from the pump, a small orange rag hanging from a hook near the mirror leapt over and wrapped itself around Leven’s hands. It twisted around and up, drying both hands off quickly. It then sprang back and settled on its hook.

Leven smiled.

Leven turned, pushed through the door, and ascended the dark stairs. He pulled his hood back up over his head and stepped quickly. The stairs were poorly lit and cold; wind buffeted him from every direction. Each footstep Leven took created a brittle echo off the stone walls.

A thin voice drifted through the cold air.

“Leven.”

Leven stopped to listen.

“Closer,” the voice whispered. “Closer to me.”

Leven turned to look back down the stairs. The door was shut, and there was nothing there. He could faintly hear the Eggman still in the washroom singing a song about a walrus.

Leven took another step up.

“Closer,” the voice sounded again. “Closer to me.”

“Who’s there?” Leven called out.

A warm wind parted the cold. It wound up the stairs and brushed past Leven like a good memory in the midst of a bad event. The only light came from the faint glow of a single candle down by the washroom door and one up at the very top of the steps.

“Is anyone there?” Leven hollered.

There was nothing but darkness in the rafters above. Leven took another step.

“You’re coming closer,” the voice hissed. “That’s good.”

Every pore on Leven’s body opened, and cold air rushed in to fill them. He shook and looked up toward where the voice had come from. He could see a blue blur shift in the air and thump down against the stone stairs. The blur raced past him and down to the washroom. Before Leven could turn around, the candle near the washroom door was snuffed out, making the stairwell even darker. The wooden bolt slid into locking position, leaving the Eggman trapped in the washroom.

Something brushed against Leven’s right leg. It circled up around his waist, spinning Leven as it moved.

“Geth! Winter!” Leven hollered.

“Geth! Winter!” the voice mocked. “Geth! Winter!”

Leven pulled his hood tighter and glanced up toward the ceiling. He motioned as if to move farther up the stairs.

“Don’t move,” the voice insisted. “There is nothing but you and me.”

Leven wanted to stare directly at whatever it was, but the words of Geth to hide his eyes stuck in his mind. The single candle flame at the top of the stairs flickered out.

There was nothing but darkness now.

Leven stood still. He could hear whatever it was breathing long and slow, almost directly above him. It lowered to the level of his right ear. Leven brushed at it as if it were a flea.

“Who are you?” Leven demanded.

“I think you know,” the voice whispered.

“The secret?”

“Of course. I’ve been waiting for you,” the secret answered, its reply the sound of a long burp.

The secret floated up and then lowered itself completely from the rafters. Its body glowed slightly, as if it were a fluorescent bulb that had been turned off moments before. Its flight from Leven had left it ragged, its body long and loose and held together by thin strings. There were holes throughout it, and its approaching face looked like a chewed-up wad of dry grain that someone was slowly expelling from his mouth. It had wide, dark eyes that trembled slightly in their sockets. The secret blinked its black eyes, and small white flecks of dust fluttered off them.

“You must be confusing me with someone else,” Leven said.

“Such a safe thing to say,” the voice mocked again. “Such a safe, safe thing. But the truth is, I am not confused, Leven.”

Leven’s shoulders twitched. The secret dropped a bit more and circled around Leven’s head. Its body scratched up against Leven’s neck, sending the sensation of dread trickling down his body.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Leven said, brushing at the secret with his hands.

The secret’s breathing was deeper and louder now. “How arrogant of Geth to think he could travel across Foo with you and Winter and have no one take notice.”

“We’re not hiding ourselves,” Leven said defensively. “We’ve no reason to stick to the shadows.”

“Shadows,” the secret whispered.

Leven took another step up the stairs, but in the darkness he had lost his sense of direction, and he ran into the side of the wall. He reached out to feel for the opening.

“If you leave, you will regret it,” the voice insisted. “You will regret it with everything you have in you.”

“I can live with regrets.”

“Not this one,” the secret belched.

Every burp smelled of the soil the secret had been buried under for so many years, its thin body heaving to force the taste out of its soul.

“What do you want?” Leven asked.

The secret drifted around Leven’s ankles. It pulled itself to its full height and inhaled. Its ragged body glowed brighter. It breathed out and dimmed just a bit. The thin strings that held it together bulged and then retracted.

“I’m free, thanks to you,” it whispered, sending thick bands of goose bumps down Leven’s back. “I was Winter’s secret at one time. She buried me.”

Leven stayed quiet.

“She probably hasn’t told you who she really is, has she?”

“I know who Winter is,” Leven said defensively.

The secret giggled and accidentally burped again. “But do you know about Geth?”

“What about Geth?” Leven said quickly.

There was no answer. The secret scratched against Leven’s body. The rafters above creaked and moaned as short puffs of wind batted up against them. Leven could feel the cold radiating from the stone stairs below his feet.

“What about Geth?” Leven asked again.

Something brushed past Leven’s right cheek as he stood in the pitch dark. It circled around and drifted over him, leaving a dusty residue.

“Geth will kill you,” the secret whispered. “You think you understand what’s happening, but Foo is in turmoil and you are being guided by Geth—pushing us to the edge even quicker.”

“That makes no . . .”

“Sense?” the whisper hiccupped. “What has Geth told you?”

“He—”

“He’s told you what you want to hear. He leads you on his agenda and into a pit of loss. The lithens rule the whole of Foo; in the last years they have moved to make Foo theirs. They control the money and the means for almost everything. Why do you think you are here?”

The secret drifted around Leven’s head and back down his body. Leven didn’t answer.

“I know different. I’ve heard people speak in Cusp. You’re here to pay a price,” the secret whispered, its voice bouncing off the walls like a dropped bag of icy marbles. “To pay a painful price plain and simple.”

“I don’t care what you say,” Leven said. “I know Geth. I only care about the secret you carry.”

“Of course you do,” the secret said. “Clover’s life might depend upon it.”

Leven’s hope withered at the mention of Clover.

“Don’t worry, I haven’t shared what I know.”

Leven exhaled.

“Yet,” the secret added.

“What do you want?” Leven asked, wishing Geth had given him some idea of how to actually capture a secret.

The secret laughed again and then belched long in Leven’s face. The smell made Leven gag.

“Forgive my manners,” the secret said. “Here you are being so forthright. So forthright and human and I’m forgetting my manners.”

“Well, I can’t help you unless you tell me what you want,” Leven argued, reaching his hand out toward the secret.

“Yes,” the secret sniveled, moving back. “You’ll help me. You see, I want that key you have!”

“The key?” Leven questioned.

“Don’t be stupid,” it screeched. “I want that key.”

Leven moved his hand up to his chest. He placed his hand over his shirt to keep the secret from feeling it.

“What use is it to you?” Leven asked.

“What use?” the secret mocked. “What use? With it I control my fate. With it I can’t be put away.”

“Sorry,” Leven said, “I don’t have it.”

“Five short, stupid words,” the secret hissed. “’Sorry, I don’t have it.’ Short, stupid words. I know it hangs from your neck on a cord of leather. I know you cherish it almost as much as you cherish Winter and Geth and Clover.”

“You can’t have it,” Leven said firmly.

The secret stared directly into Leven’s eyes and then moved up into the rafters.

“Keep your key!” it hollered. “Keep your key—and all of Foo will know how to kill your precious Clover. I’ll tell anyone who will stop and listen. And the very borders of Foo will crumble as every sycophant is slaughtered by rants and jealous cogs.”

Leven shook, looking up.

“On the other hand,” the secret lightly belched, “you give me the key and I’ll never tell a soul. I’ll simply live my life without ever having to look over my shoulder for fear of being buried or snuffed out.”

Leven touched the key through his robe. “How do I know you won’t just take the key and still sell the secret?”

“You nits have no trust in one another,” the secret snapped.

“I’m not a nit,” Leven said, pushing his chest out.

“That’s right,” the whisper snickered. “Fate didn’t snatch you here. You snuck in. Now, give me the key, and Clover lives. Keep it, and I’ll see that he’s one of the first to perish.”

The secret flinched and shook as it bounced back down and around Leven. It batted up against his eyes and between his legs and under his arms.

“Clover lives or Clover dies,” the secret blew.

“There has to be another way,” Leven reasoned. “We brought money.”

“Money?” the secret burped. “I have no use for your money. So I can buy food? My existence needs no nourishment. So I can wear fine clothes? They would slip off of me and fall to the ground. The coins you could offer me mean nothing. My only desire is to control my fate.”

“But I don’t—”

“Give me the key!” the secret demanded. “Give me the key or I will sell the secret to the bidder with the most hatred for sycophants.”

“How do I know that you’ll keep your word?”

“Secrets never lie.”

Leven fingered the key beneath his robe. There was only one thing he could do.

The secret whispered gleefully and then let out a long, dirty belch.
  

Chapter Four

Digging Up the Future
 

It’s been mentioned before, but it probably bears repeating: Terry Graph was a mean, stubborn, hate-filled, lazy, deceitful, messy slob. He would smile at you if he thought it would make you uncomfortable, and frown at you if he felt it would ruin your day. He hated even the thought of having to perform a speck of work, preferring instead to spend his days drinking too much and doing too little.

His wife, Addy Graph, possessed a number of the same negative qualities, but one big difference was that she had a job. Life had been hard for the Graphs, but through it all Addy had managed to stay on as a senior napkin folder for the Wonder Wipes Corporation. It was the one constant in their recent life of change and misery.

Most people who lived anywhere near Terry and Addy knew their story, due to the fact that Terry and Addy complained to everyone who had ears. They loved to tell people how hard their lives were. They loved to point out how, out of the goodness of their own hearts, they had taken in and raised Leven, only to be ruined by it in the end.

Not only had that rotten child somehow caused their mobile home to be lifted up, frozen, and then dropped and shattered into a million pieces, but afterward he had disappeared without so much as a thanks.

At first Addy and Terry had been relieved by his absence: one less mouth to have to listen to. But when Leven failed to show up for school for five straight days, the state came to Addy and Terry’s apartment and began asking all kinds of personal questions.

Questions like: “Where’s your kid?”

Addy and Terry swore that Leven had run away. Unfortunately, in the process they did some additional swearing and ranting and spitting and hollering. So much, in fact, that the state began to doubt their story and wondered if perhaps something far more sinister had happened to the child entrusted to the care of Addy and Terry Graph.

Addy had a fit.

With the state snooping around, she had even less patience for Terry and his poor work habits. Addy hollered at Terry for days, and Terry in turn hollered back. But eventually the bulging veins on Addy’s face convinced Terry that she wasn’t playing around or backing down.

It was time for him to get a job.

Terry, of course, refused to settle for just any employment. He checked the want ads for something that looked easy, but everything required experience. And, whereas Terry was an expert at offending people and wasting his life away, nobody seemed to need those qualifications.

Desperate, Terry did what any right-thinking, responsible adult might do. He took his drinking money, went down to a pawn shop, and picked out one of the fifty metal detectors they had for sale.

Terry now spent his days combing the Oklahoma prairie looking for dropped coins or lost earrings that he could trade in for cash. To keep himself company as he worked, he would talk to himself.

“No money and no respect. I own nothing but misery,” Terry complained as he swung the metal detector back and forth over the dirt. “The world is falling apart, with buildings moving and bugs attacking, and I have to work. Society is messed up. People and their straight eyes, and yet they’re always looking at me sideways.”

The “falling apart” that Terry was speaking of referred to the odd occurrences that were now taking place all over the world. Large clusters of small bugs were biting people and carrying them off. Buildings were switching corners. Giant dirt monsters were popping up in people’s fields, and tall, angry columns of air were doing damage in multiple places across the globe. Not to mention the fact that Terry’s own house had been picked up, frozen, and then demolished.

“Some world,” Terry griped.

Thanks to the metal detector, Terry had found four nails,
 a thimble, and two nickels just this morning alone. That, combined with what he had found on previous days, equaled six nails, a thimble, one cheap ring, a pair of half-broken glasses, seven pennies, four nickels, and a Canadian dime.
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Terry was starting to doubt his decision about how he had spent his drinking money.

“Some men weren’t made to work,” Terry said to himself, licking his dry lips. “’Get a job,’ she says. ’Earn your keep,’ she says. I wasn’t born to be her paycheck. Why should I be stuck in an office pushing some paper?”

It was a foolish thing for Terry to say, seeing as how (unless you counted police stations) he had never been in an office. He moved across a small gully and up a thin foot trail. A new neighborhood was being constructed near where Terry’s old home had been. Terry pushed through an opening in the gate that surrounded the new construction.

He swung his metal detector over the soil, listening to the steady ticking of it. There were no houses built in the area yet, but the ground had been dug up and moved around in preparation for building.

Terry found a quarter.

“That’s better,” he said, as if chastising the metal detector.

He moved from left to right, walking two steps forward at a time and then zipping back the opposite way. He had seen other people with metal detectors moving in a similar fashion, so he figured he would follow the proper pattern.

The metal detector beeped loudly. Terry swung it to the right and it beeped even louder.

“About time,” Terry said.

He put the metal detector down and got on his knees. His body crinkled like a sleeve of crackers being bent. He looked at the dirt and slowly began to dig. The soil was loose from the earthmovers that had been through earlier in the day.

“Look at me digging in the dirt,” Terry said, disgusted. “This ain’t right. I raise a kid and give my all. In return, my house is ruined—now I’m houseless and working while probably some king somewhere in some country is eating pie with his feet up. The world is seriously wrong when I can’t even . . .”

Terry stopped talking to himself to extract what his fingers had hit up against. It was black and round, with an odd shape coming out of one side. It felt like it weighed about a pound. Terry quickly pushed the dirt off it, hoping the object would fetch him at least enough money to buy something to drink.

It wouldn’t, as it was just a metal pipe with a nozzle on it.

Terry swore. He had had enough.

“That’s it. I’m taking you back,” he said to his metal detector.

Terry knew he wouldn’t get a full refund, but he figured the pawn shop would at least give him enough money back to buy a few drinks. Still on his knees, he licked his dry lips and looked over at the discarded metal detector.

“Dumb science,” he spat. “Metal detector? More like pipe finder.”

Terry felt like he had said something intelligent. He bobbed his head, and as he did, he could see a thin strip of purple material sticking out of some newly tilled dirt.

Terry stood up.

He put his hand above his eyes and looked at the material. It was only ten feet away, but Terry wasn’t sure it was worth the effort.

He sighed, stood up and kicked the metal detector out of his way, and walked over to the material. He leaned down and felt the small bit of exposed cloth. It was slick, like satin, with a colorful edging.

The fabric was cool to the touch.

Terry tugged on it, getting some resistance. He pulled harder and the dirt broke loose, sending Terry backwards onto his rear end. The little piece of fabric turned out to be quite long.

Terry looked at his hands as if they had finally done something good for a change. He stood up and shook the fabric out. It was purple and thick, with an intricate stitching running along all the edges. There was a burnt spot across the bottom half, and it was dirty and stiff. Still, Terry could tell it was something unusual and of value.

“I’ve never seen a thing like this,” he mused.

Terry pulled at the fabric and a hood unraveled, letting Terry see that it was a robe of sorts. He shook it some more and held it up to his chest. He looked down at it and smiled.

“Free clothes,” he sniffed. “And Addy thought this job was useless.”

Terry turned the robe around and slipped his right arm into the sleeve. He then did the same thing with his left arm and the left sleeve. He closed the robe with his hands and flipped his head forward to throw the hood up over his hair. He let both his arms hang to the side and glanced down at the part of himself he could see.

“This isn’t metal,” he observed astutely, running his hands down the smooth, dirty front.

Terry twisted, and the soil covering the robe slid off into the dirt. The robe shone under the new sun.

“I like this,” Terry said lustfully.

He looked around for signs of any other items of interest. There were none. The ground was newly worked, and he couldn’t see a single thing other than dirt. Terry stepped back over and picked up the metal detector. The machine ticked in his hands. Terry reached to turn it off—but it already was switched off. He set the detector down, and it stopped ticking. He scratched his head and then picked it up again.

It ticked loudly.

Terry didn’t know what to think, but he knew that in some unexplainable way he was different from what he had been only moments before.

If there had been anyone standing nearby, they would have seen a mean, stubborn, hate-filled, lazy, deceitful, messy slob in an interesting robe. And at that moment Terry did not look a thing like what he actually was becoming.
  

Chapter Five

Four Leaf
 

Leven stepped out of the red door and walked between the two nits playing sticks. They were both a little louder and a bit more inebriated than when he had passed them heading the other way. The accordion player was singing a song about a pony, with the fire harmonizing along. Leven took a seat by Geth and Winter just as the purple-haired girl set down their fuzzy cream and food.

“Are you okay?” Winter asked. “You look pale.”

“I’m fine,” Leven said. “It wasn’t the cleanest washroom.”

“Hide your eyes,” Geth said.

Leven fumbled with the hood of his cloak. He pushed his sleeves up and drew in a deep, heavy breath.

“Isn’t it hot in here?” Leven asked.

“Not hot,” Winter said, tilting her head. “Are you sure you’re okay, Lev?”

“Fine,” Leven insisted, picking up his mug of fuzzy cream. “It just feels hot in here. I guess I’m still not used to wearing these robes.”

The drink tasted of pumpkin with a bit of banana.

Leven’s body grew even warmer, but the drink was too delicious to set aside. By the time he had taken his last swallow, sweat was oozing from his pores. Leven wiped his forehead and chin with the sleeve of his robe.

The purple-haired girl returned to their table. “Can I get you anything else?” she asked. “The fuzzy cream isn’t our strongest drink. We have much stronger if that’s what you desire.”

“We’re fine,” Geth smiled. “We’re just resting a moment. We’ve traveled a long distance.”

“Rest all you want,” she smiled. “The outside night holds nothing but cold and concern.”

Leven pushed his hood off and vigorously wiped his forehead.

“Cover up,” Geth insisted.

“It’s too hot,” Leven complained. “Besides, the secret’s obviously not here.”

“You can’t be sure of that,” Geth said. “Cover up.”

“No,” Leven said, his head rocking back and forth. “I need to go outside.”

Leven stood, knocking over the chair he had been sitting in. The chair chattered against the floor, but not a single other person in the tavern took notice or looked over. The chair picked its own self up and scooted away.

“Lev,” Winter said with concern, “what’s wrong?”

“I don’t feel well,” he said, refusing to look into Winter’s green eyes and pushing at his own eyes with his palms.

Geth stood up and reached out to pull Leven’s hood up for him. Leven moved away. Geth’s eyes grew dark, and the fire oooohed.

“Did something happen?” Geth asked, taking Leven by the shoulders. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Leven insisted. “I just need some air and to be alone. I’m sorry, but I can’t breathe in here.”

Leven broke from Geth’s grip, set his glass down, and headed toward the front door. Winter stood, but Geth reached out and touched her wrist. She sat back down, letting only her green eyes follow Leven as he left.

“Let him breathe,” Geth said softly. “He’ll come in from the cold.”

Leven stepped up to the front door and it reluctantly opened—whereas the heat of the tavern had seemed to welcome him in, the chill was tightening to keep him out, freezing like a brick wall Leven had to push through.

Leven pushed out.

The door slammed behind him. He pulled his hood back up and walked over to his onick. He reached out to touch the nose of his ride, but the beast bit at him.

“Easy,” Leven said, his breath thick as cotton.

The onick whined, causing all the other onicks around it to dance and snort.

“I’m not here to bother you,” Leven insisted, glancing back behind him. “I’m just hoping I did the right thing.”

Leven’s stomach lurched. The trees circling the tavern leaned in closer to steal any warmth the dwelling might be giving off.

Leven looked around restlessly.

A few feet from the tavern, the night was as dark as sinister ink. The distance looked like a flat blackboard that had never been touched by chalk or pen. Each hour Leven spent in Foo, things felt more and more like they fit him. The constant shock of landscape and creatures shaped by the dreams of those in Reality was almost normal to him now. But, at the moment, he felt horrible.

“I feel awful,” Leven admitted to his onick.

The poor beast moaned as if it were bothered by playing the silent therapist.

“I just wanted . . .”

The cold wind rattled in an uncoordinated fashion. Leven lifted his head and listened. There were normal and abnormal noises, but mixed in among them was a sound that seemed to command his attention.

Leven stepped back from his onick and pushed himself up into the shadows resting against the side of the tavern. He brushed his long, dark bangs back out of his eyes and peered into the distance.

The wind stirred, and the hair on the back of Leven’s neck jumped up. He stepped forward slowly, his backside to the tavern and his breathing all but stopped. He crouched down and pulled his hood tighter around his face.

“Boy, someone sure is tense,” a voice said casually from right next to him.

“I know,” Leven replied without thinking. “I think there’s something out . . . Clover?”

“Shhhh,” Clover said. “We don’t want them to hear us. Of course, I’m not really sure who ’they’ are. Although I’m guessing it was just me.”

Leven looked around excitedly. “You’re back.”

Clover’s eyes materialized just above Leven’s left arm.

“I was going to stay away longer, but I was worried you might need me. Besides, it was getting kind of boring. I met up with a couple of my school friends, and all they talk about is their burns. ’My burn can jump really high.’ ’My burn can sing beautifully.’ ’My burn . . . ’ ”

Clover’s eyes went out and he materialized completely, hanging onto Leven’s left bicep. Leven curled his arm around him and smiled.

“But that’s not important. So, what’d I miss?” Clover asked. “And what are you doing here? Last time I checked, the Red Grove was not the best place to hang out.”

“Geth’s inside,” Leven said, motioning with his head toward the tavern.

“Toothpick?” Clover said affectionately.

“And Winter.”

“I still don’t really have a good name for her,” Clover apologized. “She hates Frozen, and now, with her gift being taken from her, that doesn’t really . . . well, you know.”

Clover cleared his throat uncomfortably.

Leven rubbed the top of Clover’s head, and the small sycophant shook.

“I’ve missed you,” Leven said.

“I probably should have bit you so that you wouldn’t have even known I was gone,” Clover sniffed. “I’m not the best sycophant.”

“I’d argue that any day,” Leven said, stepping back out closer to his onick. “How’d you find me?”

“You’re my burn,” Clover said. “I always have a pretty good idea where you are. So, what are you doing here? I figured Geth would be up by the Guarded Border where the troops are gathering.”

“You don’t know,” Leven said painfully.

“Know what?” Clover asked. “That the war’s about to begin?”

“No,” Leven said sadly. “Do you remember that secret I dug up?”

“Vaguely,” Clover replied, blowing on his small hands. “Maybe we should have this conversation inside. It’s freezing out here.”

“You vaguely remember the secret that was chasing us through the forest?” Leven said, ignoring Clover’s suggestion. “The one that followed us across the gorge?”

“Oh, that secret,” Clover waved. “Sure, I remember it. Persistent thing.”

“It caught me,” Leven admitted. “I was sleeping, and it snuck in and looked me in the eye.”

“They rarely give up,” Clover said nonchalantly. “Antsel dug up a few secrets while he was my burn. They can be a huge burden. I still think we might enjoy this conversation a bit more if we were inside instead of out. I smell fire and food.”

Leven looked toward the front door and then back to Clover.

“The secret I dug up was about the sycophants,” Leven confided.

Clover’s leaflike ears shot up and twitched. He looked up at Leven and then disappeared.

“Are you okay?” Leven asked, looking around.

“Was it an embarrassing secret?” Clover asked nervously. “Because some of us have done some pretty embarrassing things.”

“I wish it was only embarrassing,” Leven mourned. “I know how sycophants die.”

“That can’t be,” Clover said anxiously. “You can’t know.”

Leven’s eyes smoldered sadly. “I know how sycophants can die,” he repeated.

Clover wailed. His cry rang through the cold air and up into the dark sky. The nearby trees shook nervously.

“I wish I didn’t know,” Leven said. “We set off after the secret right after it caught me. Geth was hoping we could catch it before it whispered to anyone else.”

“So, does Geth know the secret?” Clover asked nervously.

“No,” Leven answered. “He wouldn’t let me tell him. He thinks if we can stop it in time no one will find out, and he’d rather not know. But now . . .”

Leven stopped himself from saying more.

“Why hasn’t the secret already told everyone it has seen?” Clover asked.

“It’s not your normal secret,” Leven explained. “It seems to know what it possesses, and that it’s far more important and powerful than your average secret. We think it has kept its mouth shut because it’s looking for a way to profit from what it knows. We tracked it across Fissure Gorge, through the Swollen Forest, and into Cusp. There Geth met a man who had heard the secret was traveling to the Red Grove to sell what it had to a very wealthy and powerful nit.”

“And the nit’s in there?” Clover asked, pointing to the tavern.

“Not yet. He’s supposed to be coming,” Leven said. “Right now there’s no one in there but a few nits and rants and a couple of Eggmen.”

“Eggmen,” Clover said with excitement.

“Not good ones,” Leven said.

“So why are you outside?” Clover asked. “There’s no bathroom inside?”

“Actually,” Leven said, “there is, but I wasn’t feeling well. My head is pounding. I feel like I have too much to think about.”

“I should probably bite you and head out to Sycophant Run to make sure they know what is happening.”

“But you’re not going to, right?”

Clover didn’t answer.

Leven prepared to feel the sting of teeth on the back of his neck. Instead, he heard the sound of large feet clomping on stone near the back of the tavern.

Leven stepped softly. At the rear of the building was a wooden walkway with granite steps leading up to it. Across the walkway was a small stone cottage that served as the home of the tavern’s owner. The cottage was dark and as dead as a rocky corpse. It sat slumped against the soil, visible only by the secondhand light the tavern was giving off.

A black form washed across the front of the cottage and slipped back behind it. Without thinking, Leven moved up the granite steps and across the wooden walkway. He shuffled his feet forward slowly, barely lifting them at all.

The sound of bit bugs grinding their partial wings swirled around Leven in the cold wind.

At the edge of the walkway there were seven uneven stepping stones that led to the front door of the cottage. Leven ignored the door, stepping instead to the side and inching around the corner of the cottage, his back pressed to the wall.

There was nothing but darkness.

Leven stopped and held his breath. The night rested on his shoulders and head like an itchy shawl that offered no warmth. He could feel Clover shift from the side of his left leg and up onto his right shoulder. Leven closed his eyes and let them burn gold. He could see the dark sky, so full of clouds that the moonlight couldn’t properly show off.

He let his thoughts manipulate the future.

As he opened his eyes the clouds broke, exposing a bit of the bright moon planted in the bruised sky. The moon flexed like a hand, sending fingers of light out toward the ground.

“That’s better,” Leven said.
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The moonlight illuminated the white in his hair and gave Clover definition. Leven moved farther along the wall, keeping to the shadow of the cottage.

“I can see someone,” Clover whispered into Leven’s ear. “Farther back.”

Leven’s heart raced as he struggled to slow his breathing. He closed his eyes again and put his hand to his forehead. He opened his eyelids, exposing his brown eyes and seeing nothing but the present.

Behind the far corner, a dark form shifted and spoke. The form belonged to a tall being in a black robe. Under the weak moonlight the being’s robe shimmered, as if there were a low current of electricity running up and around it. Leven pushed himself back farther against the cottage.

“You’re sure?” the shadowy form asked someone.

“Of course,” a second voice replied. “You have my guarantee.”

The second voice laughed and then burped.

Leven’s soul folded inside himself. Had the stone wall not been directly behind him, he would have collapsed. There, only a few feet away, was the ratty secret. Leven shifted his head to get a better look. The secret was clinging to the side of a thick fantrum tree with one hand. Its tattered body fluttered in the wind. It was white as a ghost, and its black eyes gave off a reflective shine under the spotty moon.

“The secret will be all mine,” the man hissed. “You have told no one?”

“I have told no one,” the secret insisted.

“If I find you’ve lied, you will spend eternity buried so deep that no one will ever find you again.”

The secret burped. “That’s funny—the person who first buried me thought she was doing just that.”

“She didn’t possess all the abilities or the hard heart I have,” the man said. “You know very well I can keep my word.”

“Word,” the secret burped, the air smelling like freshly tilled soil.

“Then the secret’s mine?”

“Of course,” the secret whispered, extending its free hand with anticipation. “I’ll take the tokens, and you will have bought my memory as well.”

The dark being lifted his left arm and reached into his robe with his right. The electric currents running through the fabric of his robe began to swirl faster. He pulled something out, hefted it in his palm, and then handed the object to the secret.

The secret looked down at what it had been given and laughed. It shook the object, producing a crunching sound like stones rubbing together.

“Place them wisely around Foo and you will become whole,” the dark being hissed.

The secret laughed harder.

The laughing continued for a few moments before the man spoke up.

“Now, I believe you owe me something.”

The secret stopped laughing. Its black eyes grew wide, and it began to cry softly.

“Come now,” the dark man said. “The pain will be fleeting. Besides, the deal has been struck.”

The dark form thrust his right hand out and into the ghostlike chest of the secret. The secret’s chest burst like chalk-laden erasers being beat together violently.

It arched its back, screaming in pain.

The man twisted his right hand around inside the chest of the secret as if searching for a heart. The secret moved in each direction the man’s hand shifted. Then, as quickly as he had thrust his hand in, the dark form jerked his hand back, pulling a twisted and hairy lump from the secret’s chest.

It was no heart.

The lump throbbed and choked as if thirsty for air. The secret dropped to its knees, its chest slowly closing up. The secret dug at the dirt, wailing and sobbing.

“Cover yourself with soil,” the man said. “You’ll feel better in a few minutes.”

He held up the hairy lump, gazing at it triumphantly. “The secret of the sycophants,” he hissed. “What a dangerous possession.”

“That’s the secret?” Leven whispered to Clover in disgust.

“I guess so,” Clover whispered back, equally grossed out.

The heart of the secret wriggled like a huge, rotten, hairy prune.

“It certainly isn’t pretty,” Leven winced.

“I’m not sure how to feel,” Clover answered uneasily. “I’m a little embarrassed—”

Clover’s thoughts were interrupted by the movement of the man. He turned his left palm face up, and a small flame shot to life in his hand. He then set the hairy lump onto the fire.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” Clover whispered.

The fire consumed the heart in a matter of moments and then put itself out. The shadowy form dusted his palms while stepping toward the secret.

“Get up,” he said to the secret. “I believe you still owe me a key.”

Clover sniffed. “Boy, he’s sadly mistaken. You have the key.”

Leven didn’t need to say anything—as he was searching for the words to explain his earlier actions, the secret stood up, produced the key, and handed it to the dark man.

Clover’s mouth gaped wide enough to shove a melon into it. “How does he have—”

Leven held a finger to his own lips.

“Now I have everything,” the dark form hissed. “And in a moment you will have no recollection of what you once knew. Of course, I don’t want to take any chances.”

The dark form raised his right hand and then lowered it, his palm facing the soil. He moved his hand in a small circle, and electricity shot out of his palm and down into the dirt.

The soil bubbled and churned.

The secret was still choking and struggling for air, but the sight of boiling soil seemed to shock it back into its senses. Its eyes widened, and it rolled over and tried to stand. The dark being reached out with his left hand and snatched the secret by the neck. The poor thing writhed and sputtered like a weak engine. The
 dark-robed figure held the secret over the bubbling dirt as he continued to manipulate the soil with his right hand.

“No,” the secret tried to scream. “Please.”

“It’ll be just like going home,” the dark form said.

“You promised.”

“Then I suppose we’ve both broken our word tonight,” the dark form hissed. “Secrets never lie? You are as shifty as you are vapid.”

The dark being shoved the secret into the boiling soil. Instantly the ground took hold of the secret’s legs and began to suck it in. The black-robed man released the secret and stepped back, his right hand still sending electricity into the dirt.

“Please!” the secret screamed.

“What a pathetic way to go,” the dark being said. “Have you no honor?”

“None,” the secret hollered. “Free me!”

The soil dragged the secret deeper into the earth. In a few seconds the secret was nothing but a tattered head screaming for mercy. Two seconds later the dirt closed in over it and boiled ferociously.

“You’d better get Geth and Winter,” Leven whispered to Clover.

Clover darted off as the dark form closed his right hand and cut off the current of electricity to the soil. The ground bubbled for a few moments more and then hardened with an audible “snap.”

The tall, shadowy man leaned down and pushed a circular stone into the soil. He waved his hand over the stone, and it settled even more. The dark form took the key, stuck it into the stone, and turned it twice in a clockwise direction. He removed the key, and the stone sank completely beneath the soil.

Leven looked around, wishing Geth would hurry. The dark being began to step off into the trees. Leven jumped from his hidden vantage point and raced toward the man. He barreled into the dark being. They hit the ground hard. The key flew from the man’s shadowy hand and landed in the dirt.

Leven twisted on the ground, struggling to hold the man down while turning to reach for the key. It was an almost impossible task, as the man seemed to be more like a shadow than a human.

The dark being vanished.

Leven turned to look at his empty arms where the man had just been.

There was nothing.

Leven looked toward the key, and there was the dark form again. The man stuck his hand out and reached for the key. He grabbed it and lifted it. Leven sprang up and got his arms around the man once again. Once again the shadowy being disappeared in a dark puff of smoke, only to reappear five feet away.

“Stop!” Leven commanded.

The man paid him no mind, running into the trees like a slow-motion electrical current.

“Don’t let him get away!” Winter yelled from behind.

Leven turned to see Winter running from the tavern and toward him as fast as she could. Clover had retrieved her, but she was too late. Leven opened his mouth to explain what had happened, but Winter didn’t stop to listen. She shot past him, aiming for the shadowy form. Leven tore off after them.

“He’s too fast!” Leven yelled out as he ran.

“Geth’s coming,” Winter screamed back.

As if on cue, the sound of hooves rumbled from around the side of the tavern. Geth was storming toward them, riding his onick and leading the two other beasts to Leven and Winter. In an instant he was there and Leven was climbing onto his moving onick. Winter jumped on hers and clicked her teeth. The onick beneath her shot off in the direction the dark form had gone.

“What happened?” Geth yelled while they galloped.

“The secret sold itself,” Leven hollered.

“To whom?”

“I have no idea,” Leven admitted. “But I don’t think he is planning to use the information for good.”

“Did the secret give up its core?”

“It gave up something ugly. It was then forced into the soil.”

“By the same man?” Geth yelled again.

“Yes.”

Leven, his soul sticky with guilt, couldn’t look Geth in the eye. He kicked his onick and the beast moved even faster, racing after the dark form. In the distance a small glimmer of moonlight sparkled off the current in the man’s back as he darted off the path and into the trees.

Leven closed his eyes.

Once again he could see the night and the wind. His eyes burned gold and the wind moved in, pushing down through the trees like a thick, heavy river of sound. The trees parted, bending just enough to create a straight path through the forest. Leven’s onick jumped with excitement and purpose.

Geth raced ahead, with Winter pulling in behind him. Leven took the rear, shouting at his onick to run faster. Clover was clinging to Leven’s neck, screaming, “Maybe I should have waited to come back!”

“And miss all the fun?” Winter yelled as her onick strode neck and neck with Leven’s.

The black robe zipped across the path and over into a stretch of the tallest trees. Geth, Winter, and Leven followed suit. The man leapt and took hold of a high branch. He flung himself farther up and away. Geth’s onick tried to open its wings, but the trees were too close together. Without pause Geth jumped from his ride, bounding up into the trees and leaping from branch to branch after the dark being. Winter maneuvered her onick beneath the man and Geth while Leven raced in from behind.

The dark-robed man jumped from the top of a tree, trying to get a grip on a distant branch. He missed, slipped, and fell twenty feet into a snarl of high, dead branches. Geth jumped to where he was tangled and tried to grab hold of him. As Geth fell into the branches, they shattered into a thousand pieces.

Geth plummeted like a putty-filled sack tossed from a ten-story building.

He hit the ground directly in front of Winter’s onick. The startled beast pulled up, bucked, and threw Winter into the trees. She sliced through the branches, coming to a stop about twenty feet up.

Clover materialized, clinging to the front of Leven’s face. “Shouldn’t we help them?” he shouted.

“We have to stop that man!” Leven kicked his ride and shot through the trees. A faint trace of the fleeing figure could be seen in the far distance.

Leven rode as fast as he could, his onick’s hooves thundering like stone against the hard soil.

Leven watched the shadowy form leave the shelter of the trees and run out over the surface of Cherry Lake. The dark being sped across the lake like a black swan, running on the water as easily as if it had been soil.

“Our turn,” Leven shouted, kicking his ride.

The onick beneath him broke from the tree line and shot out over the water with open wings. The beast skimmed the surface of the lake beautifully. It moved forward like a corkscrew, turning upside down and right side up.

In the patchy moonlight, Leven could see his reflection in the red-tinted water.

There was someone who looked a bit like him riding a winged creature—a creature he would have been unable to dream up in his life in Reality. In the reflection Leven could see Clover crawl down the front leg of the beast and hang from its foot. Clover dangled his fingers in the speeding water as if this were all a game, then dropped down and let the water pull him backwards. He flipped once, bounced off the satin surface, and grabbed hold of the onick’s left back foot. Clover disappeared and in an instant was sitting on Leven’s right shoulder.

Leven ducked his head as his mighty onick closed in on the shadowy man. The dark form glanced back and leapt forward with renewed force across the water.

Leven’s onick began to whine. The poor creature had traveled for many days, and it now lacked the strength it needed to continue the race across the lake. The gap grew as the man sped farther away.

“We can’t let him escape,” Leven yelled.

They were in the center of the lake, the far shore barely visible under the spotty moonlight. Leven’s heart was sinking as his onick screamed in tired protest.

“Please,” Leven begged. “You have to fly!”

The onick bucked and shivered violently. Its wings raised and lowered, slapping the water and then folding back into its body.

Leven’s ride came to a whimpering stop and began to lower down against the water, slowly sinking in. Leven kicked, hoping to draw some passion from the beast.

From beneath Leven the water of the lake began to bubble and swirl. Liquid expanded above the lake in spots like thick, wet whales. Leven watched great streaks of green light under the water race up from behind him. The light thickened and thundered past like a controlled explosion. Leven’s onick began to shake and scream in confusion. It seemed as if the lake itself was coming to life.

In front of them the dark form was still moving, but he was soon surrounded by towering waves of water that screamed alongside him and washed over and into him like mountains of wet weight. The black-robed being was soon swept out of sight.

Under the moonlight Leven could see thin, drawn-out faces in the froth of the water’s crests. Their eyes looked past Leven and toward the man who had purchased the secret. The faces were framed and covered with strings of knotted green water.

“The Waves of the Lime Sea,” Clover whispered in awe. “Here?”

The water boiled and rolled into fat knobs. The knobs rose and dropped against the surface like fantastic bombs, sending shards of speeding liquid toward the shadowy man. The sharp bits of water sliced through the being like gunfire.

Fantastic columns of water shot hundreds of feet into the air. The tallest columns punched through the fat bellies of the low-hanging hazen. The hazen burst into thick, cloudy streaks that shot off like cotton fireworks, exposing the full light of all Foo’s moons.

Foo burst into wide view.

Leven’s onick thrashed in panic as it bobbed up and down on the surface of the lake. The water was cold, but the movement of the Waves sent long tracers of warmth beneath the surface. Leven clung to the hair on the back of his onick’s neck.

The onick whined in fear.

The Waves grew thicker. Leven could see their shape clearly now. They were massive and ghostly, like pale mountain peaks that held deep pockets of gray snow. He could see though their sheer, wet, muscular bodies. Their faces were long and exaggerated, with white foam beards and whirlpool mouths. They pushed up into whalelike mounds of water and raced toward the dark form.

The Waves pounded the dark man like meat, slamming up against him from every angle and height. The dark form gave up, his limp body smacking down against the churning water. The Waves swirled and spread out into an organized pattern. The tallest Wave collected the body of the man, pushing it high into the air. The other Waves gathered around it and lifted themselves from the water and up toward the sky.

Light flashed across the water back toward Leven.

The water rocked and swirled. The lake began to drop, the entire body of water lowering as the massive waves pushed upward into the night sky, rocketing the limp body of the man thousands of feet into the air.

Peaks of wet, black rock began to appear all around as the whole lake seemed to be climbing up. Leven could no longer see the top of the Waves or any sign of the dark being. The lake was rushing out from under him, thundering like a runaway train speeding toward the smallest moon.

Clover appeared, clinging to Leven’s right arm. His expression was one of either high fear or confused fun. “Is this sinking a bad or good thing?” Clover screamed.

“I was going to ask you the same thing,” Leven yelled. “Lakes have bottoms here, don’t they?”

“Everything has a bottom,” Clover replied, slightly embarrassed.

Leven’s stomach felt like it was trying to push itself out of his eyes. The onick had had enough. It passed out and began to roll over as they descended, water whipping out from beneath them. Leven frantically climbed over the onick, wrestling with its limp body and trying to keep the beast under him.

A fat fish slapped Leven in the face. The water was pushing upward so rapidly that most of the objects or creatures that called the lake home were having the watery rug ripped right out from under them, leaving them momentarily hanging in the air before they dropped down.

Water exploded and washed over them.

“I can’t stand water!” Leven yelled.

“Really?” Clover screamed back, confused. “I think it can be refreshing. Remember when you were on that train with nothing to drink and—”

Leven’s frantic glance stopped Clover.

“Oh, this water. I wish that was all we needed to worry about,” Clover yelled, pointing downward. “Do you see that glow beneath us?”

They were descending so rapidly that Leven could hardly focus on what was below him in the water. More black, jagged peaks were becoming exposed, growing around him like monstrous teeth that were too large to sink their teeth into him. The entire world seemed to be racing up around him. Fishlike creatures were popping and flinging from the water like hot bits of oil that the lake wouldn’t allow to be submerged. Leven could see a faint, swirling, white glow deep beneath him. They were being sucked toward it.

“Is that what I think it is?” Leven yelled.

“Gunt,” Clover screamed. “It’s protecting the floor of Foo. And if we get stuck in that, we’re done for.”

“I hate that stuff!”

“I don’t know,” Clover said reflectively. “If you age it properly, it can be quite . . .”

Clover’s voice was drowned out by mammoth fists of water that jutted out around them as they fell. One fist clipped the onick and ripped it out from under Leven, sending the beast hundreds of feet up the tower of water. Leven watched the limp onick until it was too far away to see.

The entire middle of the lake was now one gigantic pillar that reached miles into the sky.

Leven flailed in the sinking water, wishing he was going upward like the onick. Water continued to rush out from underneath him, speeding up into the night sky. The largest moon looked concerned, as if the water might actually reach it.

Leven kicked and fought the strange currents. He looked down as his own body was whipped around and then pinched by the convergence of what felt like two hundred separate currents of water. Leven’s body burned as the pressure increased.

“Can’t you do anything?” Clover yelled with concern. “Turn your eyes on or something.”

Leven tried, but he couldn’t get his eyes to ignite. All he could envision was being snagged by the gunt and then crushed to death by the weight of the lake when it finally came back down to rest again.

“Gunt!” Clover screamed, pointing down from on top of Leven’s bobbing head.

Leven could clearly see the gunt now. It was moving in fluid ribbons across every bit of the lake’s floor. The ribbons of gunt were made up of millions of tiny, tadpole-looking, white, wriggling blobs.

“Babies?” Clover complained. “They’re the stickiest.”

A small dab of gunt shot up and adhered to Leven’s robe. Leven struggled to pull the wet material off over his head. Clover tugged on the hood and helped him extract himself. The robe was whisked away, and instantly thousands of gunt tadpoles attacked it, smothering the robe and forming a big wad of gunt that began to sink. Another wad hit Leven in the chest, flipping Leven over so that he was falling with the water head first. As water filled his lungs, Leven struggled to pull off his shirt. It ripped at the side and was sucked off by one of the hundreds of currents. Leven flipped back over, kicking and spitting at the water.

“We’re doomed,” Clover cried.

“You mean I’m doomed,” Leven yelled. “This isn’t how sycophants die.”

“True,” Clover said, desperately clinging to Leven’s head. “But I think I would rather be dead than trapped down here forever.”

A huge wad of gunt smacked Leven’s pants right above the left knee.

“Great,” Leven moaned. “I’m running out of clothes.”

As Leven spoke, the running water suddenly came to a complete stop. All fish and objects still hanging in the air dropped into the few feet of water covering the bottom of the lake. Thanks to the moonlight, the gunt was visible and massive, spread across the entire lake floor like a celestial blanket.

“What’s happening?” Clover questioned.

The tower of water above the lake stiffened and stilled itself. The hulking column of water groaned, and Leven could see the top half of it start to arch and bend downward. Leven witnessed lights and sparks drifting off the tip of what was at least a million gallons of water. Fully arched, the tower of water began to race down.

It was an odd moment.

The water where Leven now bobbed was relatively still. The gunt tadpoles were swimming a few feet beneath him, but they were leaving him alone. Since the water had ceased racing upward, Leven and Clover had stopped dropping downward. In fact, things might have seemed sort of peaceful if it had not been for the deafening sound of millions of gallons of water roaring toward them.

The falling water was close enough that Leven could see the foremost tip of it. The dark form was gone; all that could be seen were the hundreds of frosty faces belonging to the Waves.

The entire body of water moaned.

The snaking tower of water twisted again and slammed horizontally into the lake’s wall. The force and power drove a gigantic hole deep into the soil.

“They’re creating a tunnel,” Clover yelled.

The lake water still hovering above relaxed and dropped back down into the lake, as if the sky were emptying large vats of liquid. The plunging water sent Leven and Clover blasting sideways. They twisted and turned, pulled by the tug of the water rushing through the newly created cavern. Leven spun upside down as he raced toward the tunnel.

Leven couldn’t breathe, his lungs were filled with liquid, and he had no idea which end was up. His chest rocked as he tried to expel water. He couldn’t see Clover, and his eyes refused to show him anything. He wanted to scream for Geth or Winter, but he couldn’t.

Water filled the lake with such force that Leven felt certain his entire body would burst under the pressure of it.

He reached for anything solid, but there was nothing.

His head became heavy with thoughts of dying. He could see Winter, giftless and lying as if dead upon the ground. He saw Geth as a toothpick, small and weak. He saw Clover tugging on his arm, trying desperately to pull him up. He saw himself being pushed into the newly carved tunnel deep beneath the soil of Foo.

Leven blacked out, and the Waves pulled him deeper still.
  

Chapter Six

Very Bold
 

Most people take certain things for granted. I know I do. Sometimes the things we take for granted are small and almost unnoticeable. Sometimes they’re quite large and obvious. It’s tricky, and it depends upon the state of mind you are in at the moment.

Say you needed transportation to get to work to support your family. Chances are, you’d be grateful to be given a new car. In fact, there would probably even be some clapping and cheering on your part.

But what if you had received a brand-new car every birthday since you were born, as well as every half-birthday, and every special occasion? What if your yard was littered with cars? What if you had cars up in your trees and crammed in every room of your house? What if you had cars parked at your neighbor’s house, using up your neighbor’s space, and lined up along the street, making the road harder to drive down?

If so, you would probably take cars for granted.

A car is a big thing, but what about the small, almost intangible things we take for granted? Take breathing, for example. It’s been said that although people enjoy breathing, most of us don’t send our lungs a card thanking them for all the hard work they do. Of course, a person who was buried under a lake gasping for air would probably think back fondly on breathing.

Unlike Leven, Janet didn’t miss breathing. She missed being. She was nothing but a whisp—a weightless, insubstantial trace of her former self. She had done little since she had arrived in Foo besides weep unreal tears and moan. She had first been found by Leven and Clover, but she had switched company when she had met a band of echoes.

Janet didn’t feel much better about her present company.

The echoes were quiet and gentle in their movement, but frightening in appearance. They had long hair and ears that stuck out like horns from the sides of their heads. They were born in the reflection of the setting suns against the walls of Fissure Gorge, their existence brought about by the steam and air. They wore no clothes, but their bodies seemed covered by the reflection of whatever they were standing near—and every once in a while, bits and patches of their beings ignited on fire.

Once, when the tallest echo, Osck, had become concerned, Janet had actually seen his heart burn within his chest. She could see fiery threads of flame race through his veins and up into his head, where they seemed to set his brain ablaze.

The echoes didn’t pay much attention to Janet, but now and then Osck would motion for her to follow them.

Their journey had been rough and dangerous. They were making their way up through Foo, following the Hard Border. Every time Janet looked up, she could see no end to how high the Hard Border actually went. It appeared to be a solid wall of rock that stretched forever before, behind, and above them. Occasionally stones would drop, and the echoes would cover themselves with rounded wooden shields and hope not to be crushed to death.

The trip for Janet wasn’t quite as treacherous. The only good thing about her condition was the fact that lifting each leg was nowhere near the task it had been in Reality. Also, any falling stones passed right through her like wind.

Janet was with a group of around eighty echoes who were making their way to the Pillars of Rant to gather with the troops. They had been moving as a pack for almost a week now.

Osck motioned for them to stop.

Instantly the echoes spread out, bouncing off boulders and trees, looking for a spot to rest. Some began to eat; others settled in for naps. Some faced the sun with open mouths, hoping to heat their souls.

Janet remained standing.

The wall of the Hard Border was only about fifty feet away, and on her other side was the edge of the Swollen Forest. She was standing in a field of boulders created from rocks that had once been miles up. Most of the echoes chose to rest on the edge of the forest beneath trees that had not already been pummeled by stones.

Janet stayed standing in the center of the field. She thought she must be very hungry, but she knew from trying that not only could she not digest food, she couldn’t even lift it to her mouth. She was nothing but an image with impulses and appetites she could no longer fill. She stood there forlorn, wishing she were anyone and anywhere else.

“What are you?” a voice asked, interrupting her self-pity.

Janet looked around, confused.

“What are you?” it asked again, sounding as if it were coming from the ground.

“Excuse me?” Janet snipped, still not sure who she was talking to.

“You look thin,” the voice said.

Janet put her hand up over her mouth; no one had ever called her thin before.

“There’s nothing to you,” the voice said. “Nothing at all.”

Janet’s jaw dropped. A large boulder near her right leg was talking to her.

“You’re a rock,” she said in amazement.

“A boulder,” it corrected.

Janet looked around, wondering if anyone else was watching. She could see a few echoes under trees eating. No one seemed the least bit interested in what she was doing or what she was talking to.

The boulder looked no different from those in Reality. It was about two feet wide, with thin cracks running up and around it. There was a round indentation on top. It was speaking from one of its larger cracks.

“You can talk?” she asked in disbelief.

“What are you?” the boulder asked a third time, ignoring her question.

“They say I’m a whisp,” she answered. “I’m not from here.”

“Me neither,” the boulder said sadly.

Janet laughed at the absurdity of everything happening around her.

“What’s that?” the boulder questioned.

“What’s what?” Janet asked.

“The noise your non-head is making.”

“Laughter?” Janet tried.

“I’m asking you,” the boulder said impatiently.

“I’m laughing,” she said.

“It doesn’t look good,” the boulder said. “It makes your non-face look odd.”

Janet stopped laughing. She wasn’t used to being insulted by rocks. “What would you know?” she said coldly. “You’re a rock.”

“I know of the echoes,” the boulder replied. “I have seen thousands of them pass this way heading to where the rants gather. Why is a whisp traveling with them?”

“I have nobody,” Janet admitted.

“You could associate with worse,” the boulder groaned. “Echoes are gentle enough, but if you make them mad they can burn quite hot. I’ve seen one set a fantrum tree on fire just by looking at it.”

“They can’t really harm me,” Janet said. “Although I’m not sure it wouldn’t be that much better to just burn up.”

“Hard to say,” the boulder creaked. “Where are you from, anyway?”

Janet was quiet for a moment. The simple question seemed heavy to her.

“Reality,” she finally answered.

“Fascinating,” the boulder remarked. “Was Reality good?”

“No,” Janet said quickly. “But it made sense.”

“Miserable but organized.”

“No, I wasn’t organized.”

“Doesn’t matter,” the boulder said. “I don’t really even know what that word means. I just heard someone say it once.”

“So where are you from?” Janet asked.

“Up there,” the boulder said. “If I could, I would point, but I can’t, so just look up.”

Janet looked up.

“I once sat above it all on the top of the Hard Border,” the boulder said dramatically. “I could see everything. The only things higher than me were the shale.”

“Shale?”

“Most people don’t even know they exist, but they protect the Sky Border. They’re nimble like birds, but if needed they can form an impenetrable lid on any part of Foo. We were always trying to grow up above them when they weren’t looking—you know, trying to trick them—but they stopped every attempt. I was knocked down a couple of months ago as I tried to reach up above them. Now look at me. I was lucky enough to fall directly onto someone. That being’s life and accidental death gave me the temporary ability to speak.”

Janet looked at the base of the boulder, searching for signs of someone who had been flattened.

“The rovens took the bones weeks ago,” the boulder said sharply.

Janet stared at the stone. There was nothing reflective in its material, but she could see herself in the fallen boulder. There, like a full-colored ad, was the image of her life. She could see her house in Reality and the couch she spent most of her time on. She could see her wide, square face and her ratty hair and the person she had never wanted to be. She could see her miserable past and the hatred her heart had taken on the moment her child’s father had left her. She could see Winter, and she could see the cruelty with which she had raised the girl.

Janet’s heart made an audible noise as it softened and crumbled just a bit.

“Why would you want to go higher?” she asked quietly, pulling her mind back to the conversation at hand. “You were at the top.”

“There is always more,” the boulder said reflectively. “I guess I’d rather fall while reaching than decay while just sitting still.”

Janet looked down at the boulder. “You’re sitting still now,” she pointed out.

“I suppose you’re right, but it was one spectacular fall. Now, do you mind rolling me over just a bit? I would love to feel the sun on my backside.”

“I can’t move anything,” she pointed out.

“Oh,” the boulder sighed. “Well, could you at least pretend?”

Janet bent down and grunted as if pushing the stone.

“You’re a pretty good actor,” the boulder remarked.

“So, are these other rocks family?” Janet asked, looking around at all the other scattered stones.

“Some I knew, but most have hardened to a lifeless existence. Some have withered under the wear of nature. We boulders don’t last forever down here.”

“It sounds like you were foolish to reach.”

“Yes, but just think if I had made it.”

Janet could hear Osck speaking in the trees. His voice sounded like the crackle of a strong fire.

“We’ll settle here for a few hours,” he said. “Sleep in the shade of the trees. You will need all the rest you can store up. This will not be an easy war.”

“War?” Janet whispered.

“All things come to war,” the boulder said sadly. “Rants will never be completely happy here. I guess, in a way, they’re just reaching.”

Janet shivered. “I don’t want to hear about it.”

“Burying your head can be quite satisfying. There are times when I wish someone would just toss a couple of spades full of soil over me.”

“I don’t want to bury my head,” Janet snapped. “I’ve just heard enough unsettling things for now.”

“Nothing’s as bad as it’s reported,” the boulder insisted. “All news is more sinister in its delivery than its action.”

“I’m not talking about news,” Janet said sadly, annoyed by the knowledgeable stone. “I can do nothing about a war. I’m talking about what I’ve learned about myself.”

The boulder had the presence of stone to stay silent.

Janet sighed.

She looked up at the Hard Border and tried to imagine falling from the top. She wiped her eyes and realized once again that she really wasn’t all there. She knelt down and positioned herself so as to lean against the boulder. She had no substance, but her being seemed to remember things like the positions of sitting and lying.

She leaned against the boulder. Sunlight pushed right through her and heated the stone. Janet could almost feel the warmth against her back and a slight breath in her lungs.

She was a pretty good actor.
  

Chapter Seven

Question Everything
 

Geth rode up to the shore of Cherry Lake and stopped. Winter was already there, sitting on her onick and looking out at the settling body of water. Geth jumped from his onick and looked out over the dark lake. He was drenched from the water that had fallen like rain along the shore as the lake had hurled itself back down. Nearby trees shivered and shook, dripping and shaking water off.

Choppy moonlight covered the red settling lake like patchy frosting applied by an uncoordinated left foot.

The moonlight illuminated Winter’s green eyes like new coins. Her long blonde hair was plastered to her pale face. She grabbed the front of her hair and wrung water from it. She tried to tuck it back behind her ear, but it was so wet and heavy it wouldn’t stay.

“What happened?” Winter asked. “Where’s Lev?”

“Interesting,” was all Geth said.

Green streaks of faint light danced across the water in the far distance.

“As I rode up, I saw the lake in the air,” Winter said. “It looked as if it shot up and then dropped back into itself.”

“I saw the same thing,” Geth agreed. He knelt down to feel the water at its edge. “It’s warm.”

“How can that be?” Winter asked, blowing out cold breath.

“I can think of only one thing that would warm it,” Geth said. “See those streaks of green?”

Winter looked to where Geth was pointing and nodded.

“The Waves of the Lime Sea were here,” Geth said with excitement.

“But I thought they stayed near the island of Alder,” Winter spoke.

“Usually,” Geth said. “But the Want has some control over them.”

“So why are they here?” Winter asked. “And where’s Lev?”

“I’m not sure,” Geth said quietly. “We should search the lake. Though I’ve got a feeling the Waves were here for him.”

Geth swung back onto his onick and nudged it with his knees. The beast spread its wings and cried into the cold night. Winter nudged hers, and it repeated the act. Geth leaned forward, and his ride leapt out over the water.

Winter followed.

The water was settling. Small ripples played themselves out, creating large spots of glassy red water. Moonlight covered the top and illuminated what was beneath the surface. The flapping of the onicks’ wings created thin wakes of moving liquid that spread across the water like misguided snakes.

Aside from the settling water, the scene was silent.

“I wish I had my gift,” Winter yelled. “Then I could freeze it to clear ice and see better.”

“All I can see are tracers,” Geth replied. “The Waves have come and gone.”

“Gone where?”

“If I had to guess, I’d say they are heading to the Want.”

“This lake doesn’t get anywhere near Lith,” Winter hollered, her green eyes still searching the water for any sign of Leven. “Come to think of it, how did the Waves get here? The Lime Sea’s a long way away.”

“They have their underground tunnels and caverns,” Geth said. “They can move where they need to.”

“So what do we do?”

Geth didn’t answer. Instead he kept his eyes to the water and let the soft swing of his onick’s wings calm Winter’s concerns. The lake was almost completely settled, fish and other life forms deep below getting back into their routine.

“I can’t see much,” Winter finally said.

“It’s a deep lake,” Geth replied. “It grows shallow as the seasons warm up. The trees of the Red Grove drink a lot.”

“So the water lowers?”

“No,” Geth smiled. “The bottom rises. The Children of the Sewn think it’s much more aesthetically pleasing that way. This lake is their life. It wets the roots that give them shelter and grows the wood they use to frame dreams. They, like so many, are also concerned with appearance. Nobody likes a half-empty lake. It can be depressing.”

“I suppose,” Winter said, still searching the water.

“I’ve seen seasons so warm that the lake’s floor has literally lifted up above the surface, creating small, jagged islands. It looks like it had a good wet season this year. This is as much water as I’ve ever seen in it.”

“I wish it was shallower now.”

“Don’t wish for things you don’t understand,” Geth said kindly.

“Thanks, Professor. I’m only thinking of Leven,” Winter said defensively. “He could be down there.”

“I don’t think he is,” Geth said. “The Waves must have come for him, and if they did, they will take care of him. I don’t think what we want is in this lake any longer. Are you up for a long ride?”

“Always,” Winter replied, steadying her fidgeting onick as it flapped its wings over the lake.
  

Chapter Eight

A Blanket of Twinkling Stars
 

There are varying degrees of comfort. Pants that fit right can be comfortable. I’ve slept in beds that were very agreeable and offered plenty of comfort. Warm slippers can be a nice comfort on a cold night.

Situations can be comfortable as well.

A gathering with your family and friends in a room with enough soft chairs for everyone to sit on sounds comfortable. Or maybe you have a favorite place to hike to, with no one around, and cool grass, and large shade trees near a babbling brook, and a well-worn hammock to lie in.

That sounds comfortable.

Well, forget it all. In fact, if you consider any of those previously described things to be comfortable, then the English language will be forced to cough up a new word to describe Sycophant Run.

In the history of time, both in Reality and in Foo, there has never been a place as beautiful as Sycophant Run. The lush trees sway in harmony—the taller ones reaching down to pull the young ones up. The mountains and valleys are both breathtaking and plentiful, giving every view more to see than a dozen eyes could properly take in. Roads and lanes are tree lined or run underground in clean, perfectly constructed tunnels that open up through tree stumps or onto flowery knolls. The homes and buildings mesh with nature, growing out of trees and boulders, the roofs covered with thick thatch and walls camouflaged in ivy and stone. Fields bustle with wheat and corn and tavel and are tilled and cared for by sycophant families. The soil is so dark and rich that a person could make a half-decent hot drink simply by placing a fistful in a cup of boiling water. There is always laughter: Like oxygen, it fills the clear air as invisible and visible sycophants run through trees and over open fields.

Foo may struggle with ever-bigger issues and crises, but Sycophant Run remains untouched. There, hidden behind the mists of the Veil Sea; there, like a family home full of warm memories and experiences; there, one will always find a light left on, an open front door, smoke lifting from the chimney, and a red carpet rolled out to remind every sycophant who is coming home that he or she is always welcome.

Always welcome.

An old sycophant named Rast shuffled through the tavel field. The yellow bloom caused him to stop and sneeze seven times.

“You’re lucky you taste as delicious as you do,” he teased the vegetation. “Otherwise we would mow you down and be done with you.”

Out of the field Rast pushed a stone to the side and walked into a long, tight tunnel. He moved quickly, turning when he came to a thick wall of tree roots and climbing a stone trail that opened up behind a thin waterfall near the back end of Sycophant Run.

Rast stepped out from behind the water and breathed in deep. He looked out over the Veil Sea. This was one of his favorite views in all of Foo.

“Lovely,” he sighed.

The sight was even more amazing because of what he couldn’t see. Rast knew that at that very moment there were thousands of sycophants guarding the shore. He just couldn’t see a single one.

Rast had been alive hundreds of years, served four burns, fought in the metal wars, and now sat as the brightest point in the sycophant Chamber of Stars—a select and powerful group of sycophants who dictated and directed almost everything that took place on Sycophant Run.

The group had been summoned by Reed, a fat sycophant who had been a member of the Chamber for the last twenty or so years. Rast would have very much preferred spending the day in the highest floors of his home listening to the sounds of the Veil Sea and Sycophant Run, but Reed had stressed how utterly important it was that they gather—and now.

Rast was a tall sycophant. He stood about fifteen inches from foot to ear. He had black feet and hands, but the rest of him, including his robe, was bright white. After his fourth burn, he had come back to Sycophant Run to stay. He had married a beautiful sycophant named Ribbon and they had had a dozen children, most of whom were currently serving burns in various parts of Foo.

Rast strolled across a bark field and then used a heavy vine to climb to the top of a rocky plateau. In the middle of the plateau stood a single tree. Unlike all the other trees and vegetation on Sycophant Run, this one had only bare branches.

Rast entered the small door at the base of the huge, barren tree. He took two steps down and entered the Chamber room. Four sycophants sat quietly around a star-shaped table—Reed, Brindle, Goat, and Mule—each positioned at a separate point.

The room was dark, lit only by the thousands of stars above them. The tree they sat in was barren to the tip of every branch, where a small pinhole of light could be seen. The effect made it seem as if they were sitting in a stream of swaying stars. The thousands of tiny lights shifted and blinked as clouds moved outside.

A thin, whistling wind sounded as air squeezed in and out of the little holes. If a sycophant were blindfolded and taken into the Chamber, when his blindfold was removed he might very well feel like he was sitting in the center of the universe. It was an amazing effect—and a very sacred place, where only a few sycophants had ever trod.

Rast took a seat at the top point of the table and nodded. “Reed, Brindle, Goat, Mule.”
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The four other sycophants nodded back. “Rast,” they greeted in unison.

“I was told it was urgent,” Rast said.

“Most,” Reed sighed.

“Well,” Rast said almost impatiently, “I’ve not known any urgent issues that were best when ignored. What is it?”

Reed looked around at the others. He shifted in his seat and glanced over at Brindle, a fat, happy, furry red sycophant.

“Go on,” Brindle encouraged Reed. “Go on.”

“There’s word floating on one of the stronger Lore Coils saying that the secret’s loose,” Reed whispered.

Rast sat up straight, the hair on his leaflike ears twitching. “What secret?”

“Of our mortality,” Goat whimpered.

Goat was a runt sycophant. He stood about seven inches tall and had thick, gray hair.

“Impossible,” Rast said. “Absolutely impossible.”

“Please say that it is,” Mule begged. “Comfort me with what you know.”

“I know it’s impossible.”

“There’s word that a boy found the secret,” Brindle spoke. “Leven Thumps.”

Rast gasped. “Leven Thumps?”

“Yes, Rast.”

“Hector’s blood? He’s here in Foo?” Rast asked in disbelief, surprised that the Lore Coils had escaped his attention.

Brindle nodded.

“And is there word of Clover Ernest?”

“The cloistered sycophants think so. They have heard that a sycophant was released by the tharms a week or so past—a sycophant claiming to belong to Leven.”

“Clover Ernest,” Rast said almost to himself. “And Geth?”

“There are echoes and words throughout all of Foo that he has returned,” Goat said.

“And that he’s been restored,” Mule added. “From the form Sabine cursed him with.”

Rast sighed. “It looks as if the time has finally arrived.”

“What about the secret?” Reed whined. “None of this will matter if that secret truly is loose.”

“Is there whispering as to what the secret actually is?” Rast asked.

“None yet,” Mule answered.

“Don’t worry over the secret, then,” Rast said. “It can’t be loosed without the key. And the key is safe.”

“You know this for a fact?” Mule said hopefully.

“It’s been many years since I’ve touched it,” Rast said. “But it is safe, hidden from all eyes and envy.”

“Are you sure?” Mule cried. “Say you are sure.”

“I am certain,” Rast said. “But I will check, if it reassures you.”

“Greatly,” Goat sighed. “There is trouble in Foo, but Sycophant Run will remain a harbor to our kind. Unless . . .”

“The secret is safe,” Rast assured them again. “We will increase the posted pegs guarding our shores and open our ears as wide as we can. But we will not adopt a stance of fear. If what you say about Leven and Geth is true, then Sycophant Run might be in for a spell of change and adjustment. And we must be ready. Keep your hearts light, my friends, and believe in fate. Remember, without us, Foo will fail.”

“But you’ll check?” Mule asked again. “For the key?”

“I’ll check for the key. I promise,” Rast said.

“I just worry,” Mule sighed.

“You always have,” Brindle smiled.

The mood lightened a bit as the stars pulsated.

“Meeting adjourned,” Rast said.

The four other sycophants got up and left the room, but not before Mule had asked one last time for Rast to check.

The door closed, and Rast was left alone to stare at the twinkling stars.
  

Chapter Nine

A Delivery to Lith
 

The Waves receded, leaving the rocky beach wet and littered with Leven. The high granite cliffs of the thirteenth, and by far the largest, stone stood like impenetrable reminders of how insignificant any and all who attempted to come ashore really were. The small beach area was deserted except for Leven, who lay unconscious on the sand, his back to the ground. It was considerably warmer than the Red Grove, and rovens filled the air, flying miles above.

Clover appeared next to Leven’s head.

“Wow, what a ride. I bet no other sycophant has ever traveled across the Veil Sea on the back of a Wave,” Clover bragged. “Am I right?”

Clover nudged Leven’s soggy head with his elbow.

“Leven?”

Leven lay still as small waves rolled up over his ankles and back into the sea.

“Lev?”

Clover sighed and then disappeared. There was some splashing down in the water, and in a couple of minutes a very confused fish appeared. It was flapping its head like a clicking tongue, looking as if it were being dragged up on shore.

“This will only take a second,” Clover’s voice said. “Stop your struggling.”

The fish moved awkwardly closer to Leven. It was angry but helpless. It lifted up, seemingly of its own accord, and then came down with a hard smack right against Leven’s face.

Leven bolted up, coughing and spitting, while the fish just flapped there. Clover appeared, holding its tail.

“That worked better than I thought it would,” he shrugged, returning the poor fish to the water. “Those things are so multi-purposeful.”

Leven rolled over, coughing up water and trying to catch his breath. Clover patted him on the back.

“That’s it. Spit it out.”

Leven glared at Clover. “You hit me with a fish?”

“Slapped,” Clover corrected.

Leven breathed in and pushed himself up onto his knees. He looked around at the high cliff walls. A waterflight ran up a nearby wall, and deep blue fantrum trees grew straight out of the cliff’s rock in a couple of dozen spots.

Leven stood and stretched, lifting his right shoulder and rolling his neck. He put his hands up to his shoulders.

“I have no shirt,” Leven said needlessly. “Or robe.”

“Yeah, we got out of there just in time.”

“Out of where?” Leven asked. “And where are we now?”

“I think we are on the thirteenth stone,” Clover said, looking around. “The island of Lith. The Want lives here, and his movements and actions affect the whole of Foo. The Waves brought us here. I was going to ask them what was going on, but they looked like they weren’t having the best day. Some people just can’t shake themselves out of a foul mood.”

“Any sign of Geth or Winter?”

Clover looked at Leven like he wasn’t all there. He shaded his eyes with his right hand and looked around.

“Nope.”

“Not here,” Leven smiled. “My eyes work fine. I mean, did you see them with the Waves?”

“Still nope.” Clover picked up a small stick and began to write his name in the sand.

“It’s warmer here,” Leven observed, though he was shivering.

“Lith has its own climate,” Clover said, still drawing in the sand. “The weather depends upon the mood of the Want . . . there . . .”

Clover took a moment to stare at his own name in the sand.

“I always wished I was named Steven,” he said sadly. “You know, you could rename me.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Leven insisted.

“Okay, Mr. Never-Change-My-Name.”

Leven stared at Clover. “Is that as good as you’ve got?”

“Maybe it’s not as catchy as some of the other nicknames I’ve tried,” Clover confessed. “But at least I’m still trying.”

“I wish you wouldn’t.”

Leven stepped higher on the beach, out of reach of any water. He worked his way up onto a giant rock and took a couple of minutes to survey the landscape. The beach they were on was about two hundred feet long and a hundred feet wide. The cliff walls boxing it in seemed impossibly tall, and he could see no trail or path anywhere.

Out in the Veil Sea Leven could faintly see the outline of some of the other islands. They were too far away to swim to.

“So I guess we’re stuck here?” Clover asked, clinging to Leven’s right shoulder.

“I’m not,” Leven said. “If this is Lith, then the Want should be here. Geth thought I should see him, so it must be fate that I’m standing here right now.”

“Geth would be proud,” Clover smiled.

“We just need to find a way up,” Leven said, looking to the sky.

“Now, I’m not certain,” Clover suggested. “But what good is a waterflight if there isn’t some kind of hidden passage or tunnel behind it?”

Leven looked back toward the thick waterflight that climbed the entire length of one stony wall.

“Sounds like a perfect place to start looking,” he said.

Leven climbed down from the rock and moved across the sand back toward the pool the waterflight was drawing from.

Clover slipped off of Leven’s shoulder and landed on the ground. “Hold on a second,” he insisted.

He put his hand into his void and began feeling around for whatever he was looking for. “Nope . . . I don’t think so . . . possibly . . . nope . . . yes!” Clover smiled, pulling out a large white piece of material.

He shook it open and showed it off. It was a clean white Wonder Wipes T-shirt.

Leven’s mouth dropped open.

“I took it a while ago when Addy brought you those seven shirts home for the new school year.”

“She yelled at me for two straight days when I wasn’t able to find that shirt,” Leven pointed out.

“I was going to put it back,” Clover insisted. “But I figured since you had already been yelled at and all—”

“Thanks,” Leven said, taking the shirt from Clover. He flipped it over and looked at the blank white back, then turned it back around and stared at the Wonder Wipes pattern. It was a simple logo, but in it he could see Addy and the fear she used to work him over with. He could see Terry and smell his foul, sour breath. He could also see the wide, open fields of Burnt Culvert, Oklahoma. His mind played images of all the people who had been unkind to him and those who had just acted as if he didn’t exist.

Now here he was, trying to find a way to save their dreams.

“Weird,” Leven said softly.

“I know,” Clover agreed. “The logo is not that eye-catching. I would have included a lightning bolt, or a couple of kittens. I don’t really care for cats, but I don’t think there is anyone who can look at a kitten and not feel a little lump in . . .”

Leven just stared.

“ . . . I’m just saying the logo doesn’t work for me,” Clover explained.

Leven smiled and rubbed Clover on the head. “Thanks for this,” he said. “I didn’t ever think I’d see another.”

Leven pulled the shirt on. It fit a bit tighter than he expected, but it worked.

Clover looked him up and down critically.

“You know,” Clover finally said. “The whole Wonder Wipes thing really isn’t any cooler here in Foo.”

Leven looked down at his chest. “I think you’re right,” he said.

He took off his shirt and turned it inside out, then put it back on.

“Better?” he asked.

“Much,” Clover grinned. “Plus, when you’re wearing a shirt, it’s so much easier for me to hang on.”

Clover sprang from the ground and grabbed ahold of Leven’s sleeve.

“So, let’s check out this waterflight?” Leven suggested.

Clover smiled again and disappeared.

Leven moved to the edge of the blue water pool. He pushed himself up against the cliff’s wall and stepped cautiously, moving sideways back behind the water. Leven could hear some small fish falling up and laughing with delight.

Foo was an amazing place.

Leven spotted a small opening way back behind the ascending water. He could see steps leading into darkness.

“See,” Clover whispered. “All good waterflights are hiding something.”

Leven slipped all the way behind the flight and up the stone stairs with Clover on his back. Neither was aware that the temperature on the island of Lith had just dropped a good ten degrees. The Want was in a mood.
  

Chapter Ten

One and One Make One
 

Dennis was no longer Dennis. He was now as much Sabine as he was the weak-chinned, uninspired, going-nowhere human being he had once been. Dennis was Sabine and Sabine had conquered Dennis. I suppose a person could argue that Dennis was in there somewhere, but his mind no longer belonged to him—the influence and poison of Sabine had completely sunk in and taken over.

The black robe that Dennis had once worn was gone. In its place were the shadowy markings that drifted across Dennis’s skin, painting patterns and symbols. Most of the time the markings were unrecognizable, but every once in a while the blotches would mesh to make it perfectly clear what Dennis was thinking. A day ago Ezra had said something about Dennis being “less sophisticated than a regurgitated bowl of mush.” It was a strong comment that probably should have remained a thought, but Ezra had said it out loud, and it had taken only a couple of seconds for the shadows on Dennis’s skin to group and spell out, “You will perish,” across Dennis’s whole face.

Ezra had been halfway silent ever since.

He had kept his mouth shut when Dennis had ordered him and Tim into the van. He had spoken up only once during the long ride from Berchtesgaden to Munich, and that comment had been directed toward the utter stupidity of things like speed limits and traffic laws. And he had not called Dennis a rotten excuse for an organic pile of poorly put together cells when Dennis had missed their exit and caused them to have to circle back to get where they were going.

No, Ezra had done quite well to hold his tongue.

Now, as he looked out the front window, the streets were alive with traffic. Cars were driving as if they had no concern for pedestrian or parkway—a red car swerved violently, narrowly missing a blue car that had slammed on its brakes to avoid hitting the white van Dennis was driving.

“I can’t take it!” Ezra screamed. “You drive like an old woman. Go around!”

Ezra’s purple hair was whipping in the wind of the car’s heating vent. He couldn’t hold back any longer.

“Go!” Ezra demanded. “If I could, I’d bite off your right foot and use it to press on the gas myself.”

Dennis looked at Ezra with a cold, metallic stare. Black markings moved across Dennis’s face and slipped down the collar of his shirt. He sat upright in his slacks and shirt, the sticker still pasted to his chest and his head shaved. Ezra saw the anger in Dennis and backed off. He had almost been snapped in two by the man before, and he knew there was a line he shouldn’t cross.

“I meant I’d borrow your right foot,” Ezra tried to apologize.

“Of course,” Dennis said calmly. “I’d be happy to lend it to you anytime.”

Dennis kicked his right foot and sent Ezra flying into the front corner of the van, where he got caught tangled in the wires hanging out under the dashboard. Had Ezra not been wearing his thick coat of nail polish, he might very well have been damaged.

“Say thank you,” Dennis ordered.

Ezra said something under his breath, but you would have been hard-pressed to find anyone who thought it sounded like “thank you.”

“I should have left you at the gasthaus,” Dennis said to Ezra. “We have a task to accomplish, and you shouldn’t second-guess me. Understand?”

“No, your vocabulary is too sophisticated for me, Dennis.”

Dennis let the insult slide even though it cut him to the quick. Not so much the part about having an unsophisticated vocabulary, but the part about calling him Dennis. It was just so much less evil-sounding than Sabine. There had been many moments when Sabine wished he had taken over the will of someone named Axel or Rocky.

“Sabine,” Dennis corrected.

“Where?” Ezra joked, looking around.

Dennis seethed.

Tim sat in the seat behind Dennis, oblivious to it all. His eyes were glazed over and he was staring straight ahead as if trying to read a billboard a mile away. His breathing was slow and his mouth hung open like he was showing a dentist his back teeth. Any outsider might have thought that he didn’t have a thing going on in his head, but if that same outsider could have looked inside, he would have seen Tim’s mind trying to fight off the black influence of Sabine.

Tim knew he should remove the bit of black cloth tied to his right wrist, but he just couldn’t get his own hands to obey him. The tie had begun to seep into Tim’s skin, sending thin, weblike lines crawling up his forearm. He wanted to jump from the van and get as far away from Dennis as possible, but he knew those kinds of decisions were no longer his to make.

He thought about his wife, Wendy. He could barely remember that he loved her. And he wasn’t quite sure if he had one son or two. The only thing he was well aware of was that something was terribly wrong and that things were only going to get worse unless he could do something about it.

“What’s happening?” Tim managed to moan.

“We are going to pick up a piece of uneven street,” Dennis answered, clueless as to what Tim was really asking. “I had to find it because you never did as you were told.”

“Sorry,” Tim said weakly.

“We’ll wait until it’s pitch black outside, and then dig it up,” Dennis explained. “It’s a perfect piece and should fit fate well.”

Dennis pushed on the gas and turned the van down a wide side street. Ezra worked himself up out of the wires and onto the front passenger seat.

“Fit fate well,” Ezra spat. “What a—”

Dennis slammed on the brakes as a green car flew past their windshield and into a brick building on the opposite side of the street.

“Did you see . . .”

Ezra was silenced again, this time by the rattling of the van. It sounded as if every bolt was frantically trying to come undone.

“What’s happening?” Dennis demanded, as if this were all the result of something Ezra had done.

The van began to rattle and move sideways. The windows stretched and warbled.

“Cover your eyes,” Dennis screamed. “The window’s going to blow.”

Even Tim put his hands over his eyes as the windows flexed and then blew outward, spurting glass everywhere. Fine, glittery dust drifted down, covering Ezra as he stood on the passenger seat.

“What in the—”

Ezra’s question was interrupted by two more cars flying past them. The van began to rise up, spinning slowly. People were running through the streets crying and screaming in both German and English. Buildings seemed to be choking, spitting out their windows and doors as heavy winds pushed through their rattling bodies.

The black markings on Dennis’s body swirled and pulsated, crossing his face in flashes and streaks. His dark eyes looked as confused and chaotic as the scene before them. The van dropped back down onto the road, rocking back and forth.

“We should get out of this metal coffin,” Ezra screamed.

“We should,” Tim parroted, wanting desperately to be able to think and act on his own.

“No!” Dennis yelled. “We must get what we came for, and we need this car.”

Ezra jumped up onto the dashboard. His hair was wriggling, the purple strands covered with shiny specks of glass. His green-nail-polished body glistened in the light of the setting sun. Ezra’s single eye caught hold of something worth looking at. He turned to face Dennis, laughing and pointing ahead.

“Looks like you’re going to have to change your plans.”

In the distance a gigantic funnel of dirt and debris at least ten stories high was moving toward them. It looked like a tornado moving from side to side in an awkward, jumpy motion. It had dozens of long, windy arms that were reaching out and grabbing at anything within reach. The arms would lift the objects and push them into the funnel’s big, wide, windy mouth. A couple of moments later those objects would come shooting out of its distorted body blended and unrecognizable.

“It’s a telt,” Dennis whispered in awe.

“Telt,” Tim repeated without understanding.

“I remember,” Dennis said almost to himself. As Sabine, he had used his shadows to bring avalands and telts to life in an effort to find Leven.

The telt picked up a bronze statue of an old horse. The statue had been commissioned by a wealthy German fifty years ago as a tribute to all the horses that had died in German-fought wars.

The statue had sat perfectly still for the last fifty years.

Now it was in the hands of the telt. The telt shoved the bronze horse into its windy face and howled. There was a brief pause and then, like they had been shot from a cannon, large, round chunks of metal blew out of the telt and flew through the air. One chunk took out the front of a church. Another chunk hit the pavement and left a hole big enough for two cars to recklessly drive into. A third chunk rocketed from the belly of the telt and slammed into the back wheel of the van.

Tim flew out of his seat, tumbling backwards. The van spun and rolled twice, coming to rest back on its wheels. Ezra was caught in the visor, while Dennis held onto the steering wheel like it was the last gold brick in the world.

Ezra started laughing. “At last, something’s happening!”

Ezra jumped from the visor and out through the missing windshield. Dennis forced his door open and ran out after him. Tim, not having any thoughts of his own, borrowed one of Dennis’s and followed.

The telt had stopped in the middle of a wide intersection with buildings on all four corners. Its windy presence was clearing the streets of everything that had once rested on them. Four of the telt’s thin arms reached out and pulled up two traffic lights. Electricity shot through the air, lighting the telt from inside out. Anyone looking on could easily see all the objects the telt had swirling around in its belly.

The sign outside a small German Lebensmittel broke free and fell to the ground, the letters breaking loose and flinging in all directions. The L shot down the street directly toward Ezra.

“Here we go, cowards,” Ezra screamed, grabbing hold of the L as it whizzed by.

Ezra pulled the bottom of the letter up and it spun back toward the telt in a large arch. Ezra rode the L right into the side of an abandoned building, where the corner of it stuck into the wood beam. Ezra jumped from his ride and sprang into the blown-out window of the five-story building.

“What’s happening?” Tim yelled, confused.

“Foolish toothpick,” Dennis seethed.

As if to prove Dennis’s point, the building Ezra had disappeared into was now moving. Touched by the power of Foo that Ezra wielded, it had come alive, just like the one Dennis used to work in.
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The telt was in front of the building looking the opposite way. The structure took two huge steps, lifting its corners and dragging itself closer as the telt greedily picked up and feasted on everything in front of it.

The building raised its back half, and before the telt knew what was happening, the entire thing tipped and fell directly onto it. A tremendous rumbling noise filled the air as the building completely buried the windy monster.

People in the streets didn’t know whether they should cheer or keep running.

For the record, they should have kept running.

The building settled in a gigantic heap of rubble and dust. A couple of brave onlookers stepped closer. People put their hands to their hearts as if the nightmare were over and they could finally breathe easy.

“Idiots,” Dennis said.

Tim looked at him.

“Dirt won’t stop a telt,” Dennis raged. “Only water.”

Dennis glanced around. He saw a large board that had come loose from a building. He pointed at the board. “Pick that up,” he commanded Tim.

Tim looked at the board and then down at his own wrist. The small bit of black that had been tied around his arm was now gone, and his entire right arm was covered with black, wriggling webbing.

“Now!” Dennis demanded. “Pick it up.”

Tim stepped over to the long board and picked it up. It was about a foot wide and five feet long. He carried it back to Dennis, who was watching the pile of rubble. Tim stood by his side and focused his own eyes on the building Ezra had brought to life and then destroyed.

Those standing around began to feel safe—some stepping close to the rubble and taking pictures or movies of the destruction. People all through the crowd were moving their arms and opening their mouths, frantically trying to describe what had happened to the others who had seen it happen themselves.

Their happiness was short-lived.

The deceased building released a puff of smoke that shot up directly from the center of the rubble.

People took one step back.

The puff of smoke dissipated, and as it fell, it swirled, picking up dirt and small bits of debris.

People took three steps back.

The largest chunks of building began to tap and jig, dancing like snake handlers hopped up on caffeine from heaven.

People turned and screamed.

The razed building was born again as the telt pulled it up, spinning and gaining speed and strength with each cycle. The wind picked up, blowing people and possessions in all directions. The angry telt soon stood at its full height, the new debris making it almost twice the size it had been earlier.

“Foolish toothpick,” Dennis sneered again. “There is only one way to stop a telt.” He glared hard at Tim. “Hit me!”

Tim looked like someone had just asked him to remove his own head and toss it over.

The telt was scratching at buildings and growing with each swipe.

“Hit me!” Dennis demanded.

Tim picked up the board, his mind not his own any longer. He hefted it into his right hand and turned to get some solid momentum. He moved his hips, pivoted his body, and with one great swing brought the board around and smacked Dennis in the back, right behind his shoulders, as hard as he could. Dennis screamed as thousands of tiny specks of black blasted out of his body and flew into the overhead clouds.

The beast ripped off a complete roof of a building and shoved it into its windy face. The clouds began to gather above the telt as Dennis lay on the ground screaming and kicking in pain from the blow of the board and the loss of blackness he had showered out.

Tim just stared at Dennis as he lay there.

The telt let out a great, windy belch and released thousands of pieces of debris into the air. Buildings and cars were pummeled with everything the beast coughed up.

The creature was on the move again. It absorbed the whole corner of a building, drawing closer to Dennis and Tim.

Tim looked back down at Dennis and then up to the clouds that had gathered over the telt. Dennis was crying, and the clouds were bunching themselves up like dirty laundry in a tight bin two weeks past wash day.

The monster thrust a couple dozen of its arms down into the road. It then pulled and sucked, drawing the road in like it was a giant, flat noodle—a noodle that had Dennis and Tim on the tip of it. With every foot of road the telt drew in, it grew taller and wider.

Now Tim looked not only baffled but scared. He glanced around frantically as he and Dennis moved closer to the beast.

His right arm burned.

Tim stopped panicking to stare closely at his arm. He then turned his eyes to the clouds. He could hear whispering beneath his skin. He raised his right hand and spread his fingers.

The clouds rumbled, but the telt continued to drag the two men closer. Tim put his hand down and looked at Dennis. Dennis’s skin was as white as a full moon and he was scratching at himself and screaming in pain.

Without thinking, Tim lifted his arm to the sky again. He lost his balance due to the street moving beneath him. He righted himself and stood again.

Tim lifted his arm to the air once more.

The clouds started to pucker and heave violently. Tim covered his own eyes with his left hand, scared to see what he was doing with his right.

The telt was growing rapidly, sucking in any and everything around.

Dennis screamed loud enough to be heard above the noise.

The clouds began to drip blackness, drawn to Tim’s arm. The storm started slowly, but after a few seconds the clouds burst with black moisture, raining down on the telt in an effort to reach Tim.

The telt screamed as the top of it began to dissolve, the water in the air washing away the dirt it was made of.

Tim cracked his fingers on his left hand, gaining the courage to take a peek at what he was doing. The black rain was destroying the telt, washing it away like a weak sand castle under the pressure of a large wave.

The road Tim was standing on stopped moving.

The telt screamed as its face dissolved and washed down a dozen separate sidewalks and roads. Tim kept his hand up, continuing to draw every bit of black from the clouds. As the telt dissolved the water sprayed everywhere, blowing in the dying wind like a dog shaking itself after a bath.

Tim lowered his right hand and a thick stream of black liquid flowed closer. The blackness rolled in like mercury along the street. It circled around Dennis as he lay there, creating a pool of Sabine.

The telt was dead, and the last bits of Sabine had returned to Dennis. His body sponged up the influence, and in a few seconds Dennis was back up on his feet, dusting himself off.

“Now,” Dennis said, “let’s hope our uneven piece of street has not been bothered.”

“Ezra?” Tim asked, looking around.

“Who?” Dennis said coldly. “I suppose he was crushed . . .”

“Who?” Ezra seethed, hopping up from the street and onto Tim’s left shoulder. “I suppose your memory is as clever as your smarts.”

Dennis ignored the comment.

“I had to drag myself out a fallen building,” Ezra seethed. “You only had to fall like rain and drip yourself back to that noodle of a body.”

Dennis paid Ezra no mind. He was already moving across the ruined street and over to a large purple van with a small woman sitting in the driver’s seat. The woman was staring out of her windshield, trying to make sense of all that was going on around her.

Dennis pulled open her front door. “Excuse me,” he barked. “We need your vehicle.”

“Entschuldigung?” she asked.

“Yeah, yeah, you speak German,” Dennis seethed. “How about this: Aust!”

“Was ist los?”

Dennis pulled her up out of her seat and set her on the sidewalk. Her purse dropped to the ground. Dennis slipped into the driver’s seat and commanded Tim to get in the other side.

Tim picked up the woman’s purse and handed it to her. She clutched it tightly and winced, as if Tim were going to hurt her.

“What a Boy Scout,” Ezra mocked. “Get in, noodle boy.”

The woman looked at the talking toothpick on Tim’s shoulder and decided that now might be a good time for her to run.

Tim got in the passenger’s side and shut his door. Dennis started the van and pulled out onto a small, clear street. People were still running around crying and partially fearing for their lives. The telt was dead, but the scene was almost as frightening without it.

A whole building was gone.

Streets had been sucked up.

Cars were lying on their sides or on sidewalks, and people were screaming as the sound of sirens filled the air.

“What a bunch of babies,” Ezra spat from the position of Tim’s left shoulder while he stared out the car window. “A little excitement falls in their laps and they cry about it.”

Dennis punched the gas, and Tim and Ezra flew back. He drove the van down a service alley and out over a pedestrian walkway. Traffic was knotted up everywhere, but Dennis was finding that with a little creativity, they could make their way around just fine.

Dennis stopped the van and pointed to a corner where two sidewalks matched up unevenly.

“That’s it?” Ezra laughed. “The entire place is ripped apart and you still choose a tiny, uneven gap?”

“You can’t design uneven gaps,” Dennis said. “Fate creates them.”

Dennis moved to get out of the van.

“It’s not dark enough yet,” Ezra pointed out snidely.

“Do you think, with all that’s going on, that someone is going to care about a couple of people digging up a piece of street?”

Tim shook his head as if he were actually part of the conversation.

“Nice of fate to cover for us,” Dennis said.

Ezra smiled, agreeing with Dennis for once.

Tim got out of the van and began to carefully dig up the sidewalk.
  

Chapter Eleven

A Little Time
 

The ride out of the Red Grove and toward the Devil’s Spiral was gorgeous. The yellow fields of late tavel were laced with green ribbons of Tea birds gliding and flying in long, interlacing patterns. The smaller sun was being mischievous, bobbing up and down in the air as if following the whims of the wind. While the little sun played, the big sun was reaching out and trying to touch places it had not lit before, its rays curving and poking into any dark hole or surface they could find. The blue sky yawned, and as the blood raced to its face, it turned a beautiful shade of purple. It was morning, but a large patch of stars had refused to leave, and they were now bedazzling the over end of Foo’s sky. A Lore Coil set off somewhere many miles away by the marriage of two lovers rippled through the air and left Winter’s heart happy.

Geth rode up next to her. He smiled as they rode, his long hair and dark eyes so completely un-toothpick-like.

The onicks followed a small stone path that cut through the fields of tavel and led directly to the Devil’s Spiral. As the road crested slightly, there within view was the top of the water tower created by the Spiral. They were many miles away, but Winter was mesmerized by how high the water shot into the air. Despite the desperation of their journey, she couldn’t help but take a second to be amazed.

“It’s unbelievable,” she hollered to Geth.

Geth pulled on his onick’s reins, bringing his ride to a stop. Winter did the same.

“I keep forgetting,” Geth smiled.

“Forgetting what?” Winter asked.

“That you’ve forgotten.”

“I’ve been here before?”

“Of course,” Geth answered. “You rode this path with me and Sabine many years ago.”

“Sabine?” Winter questioned uncomfortably.

“We were bringing him to Lith.”

“How’d that turn out?” Winter smiled.

“It could have gone better,” Geth answered. “But just look what fate has done with the results.”

“What?” Winter asked. “We got Leven here, but now he’s gone. The rants and anyone they can convince are gathering for war, and the state of the secret is unknown. And I am giftless and incomplete.”

“Yeah, but the suns are shining,” Geth said, his eyes laughing.

“I suppose that makes it all better,” Winter joked.

“It makes it much more bearable,” Geth said.

“You lithens are a weird bunch.”

Geth grinned and handed Winter a leather bag with a wooden toggle at the end. She pulled the toggle down and took a long drink. She was surprised by the taste.

“I thought this was water,” she said. “It tastes like milk.”

Geth took the bag from her and took a drink. “You’re right. It was water at one point. I guess it’s still trying to find itself.”

Winter nudged her onick forward again, and Geth raced past her toward a field of tavel. She had just spurred her mount to overtake him when a huge snap sounded, followed by the noise of heavy air whistling through a thin tube.

Geth’s onick wouldn’t move at all. It was hovering in mid-stride above the ground. Geth looked at Winter out of the corner of his eye, and she too was sitting there motionless, her eyes facing forward. Geth could see Tea birds stuck in the sky, getting nowhere. The windblown tavel had stopped moving. There was no sound whatsoever.

Time had stopped.
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Geth would have taken a moment to wonder what was going on, but his thoughts were consumed by a tall being walking out of the tavel. The person wore a blue robe with black leather boots and held a blue kilve in his right hand.

“Hello, Geth,” the man said, pushing back the hood of his own robe. “Nice to see you again.”

“Azure,” Geth whispered slowly, barely able to speak in his frozen state.

Azure was tall, with black hair and deep blue eyes. He had lived for many years but, like Geth, still looked very young. His features were handsome and perfect, except for his left ear, which was swollen and bleeding. He walked around Geth, looking at him as if Geth were a used car he was considering purchasing.

“Back at last,” Azure said, laughing slightly. “Here to set Foo right.”

Azure stopped circling and looked Geth in the eyes.

“Hurray for all of us,” he smirked.

Geth couldn’t move to respond.

“I thought about playing nice,” Azure added. “You know, pretending like I was happy you were here and all, but I’ve got to be honest with myself these days. Fortunately, the only good I have left to deal with is contained in this one ear.” He scratched violently at his left ear, making it ooze.

Although Geth couldn’t move, his heart sank. Not only was Azure a lithen, but he had always been a true defender of Foo.

Azure stepped up even closer to Geth.

“I know what you must be thinking,” Azure said. “Things change, Geth. Your mission was simple. Me, I was left to appease the Want and to defend a place that too few care about any longer. You left us. You let Zale die and then you ran like a coward.”

Without warning, Azure hit Geth on the right side of his face. Geth’s cheek bled, but the wound didn’t hurt half as much as the surprise of Azure’s betrayal. Azure hefted his kilve in his right hand and swung, hitting Geth from the other side.

Geth sat there helpless.

Azure flipped the kilve and pushed the pointed end up under Geth’s chin.

Geth’s eyes burned, exposing the strength of his soul.

“This is too easy,” Azure laughed. “Way too easy. I could kill you now, but there’s still something I need from you.”

Azure sniffed and brushed his free hand through his dark hair. He moved from Geth over to Winter.

“Ah, and Winter,” he said with pity in his voice. “Poor girl. How hard it must be to have your gift taken from you. How fortunate Jamoon was able to accomplish at least one thing before he perished.”

Azure brushed Winter’s cheek with his hand.

“What a lovely restoration,” he said with passion. “Of course, you were beautiful before you left us. Beautiful and misguided. I wonder how you would respond to my advances now?”

Winter wished desperately that she could spit.

Azure put his other hand on Winter’s shoulder and smiled.

“Perhaps there’s something you—”

“Come on,” a little fidgety voice whined from out of the tavel. “You asked for five minutes. It’s been more than that.”

“Don’t move,” Azure commanded the voice.

Neither Winter nor Geth had noticed the little man hiding in the long tavel. He wasn’t any taller than the grain, but he looked bothered, his large face flat and white. He had a wide, blue mustache and knoblike ears. He held his arms to his sides, looking as if he were fighting himself to stand still.

Azure looked bothered.

“I knew you would be coming this way, making your way to the Want,” Azure said, turning his attention back to Geth. “How predictable. Luckily our cause has Time on its side.”

Azure pointed to the little man.

“He’s not always around when you need him,” Azure said, stepping up to the little man and placing his arm around him. “But I have found his services very helpful. He has given me a pass to move, and a guarantee that his intentions are in our favor. Yes, he can be argumentative and stubborn, but with the right persuasion even Time has his price. Of course, as you can see, he won’t stand still for long.”

“I won’t stand still a second longer if you don’t pay me what you promised,” Time said, looking up at Azure while trying hard to stay still.

Azure removed his arm from around Time and pulled a handful of metal coins from his own robe. He handed the coins to Time.

Both Time and Geth gasped.

“And they’re metal even,” Time whispered in awe. “Do you have more?”

“Plenty,” Azure said. “And we will need you to finish things off when the time comes. Now, if you don’t mind, you might want to close your eyes. I need to teach Geth a couple of things.”

Time squeezed his eyes shut. Azure moved to Geth and smiled wickedly.

“The Want made it clear that I am to bring you to Lith. Unfortunately for you, he never mentioned what kind of condition you needed to be in.”

Azure turned. “And you, Winter,” he whispered. “What is to become of our dear Winter?”

As Azure stepped up to Winter, Time twisted to look away, and in doing so he dropped two of his newly acquired coins. He moved to pick them back up, giving Winter just enough time to spit in Azure’s direction.

Normally spitting is a dirty habit—a socially unacceptable thing to do unless there is some sort of organized contest involved. Unfortunately, Time hadn’t moved enough for the spit to reach Azure. So it froze in the air inches away from his face.

It wasn’t pretty.

Azure looked at the spit hanging in the air. “Some people just don’t know how to behave,” he said.

“Sorry about that,” Time called out. “It’s just so hard to stand still.”

Azure took out a long piece of rope from his robe pocket and began to bind Geth’s hands while Time stood still, slowly counting his money.

ii

“That was weird,” Clover said, looking around. “Is it me, or did we just lose about fifteen minutes of time?”

“It’s you,” Leven said as he climbed up the wet path behind the waterflight. “Or maybe it just feels like time is going so slowly because you’re sitting on my head letting me do all the work.”

“One of us needs to be rested.”

“For what?”

“Who knows what’s up ahead?”

“More steps,” Leven said sarcastically.

Clover shivered.

The stairway behind the waterflight was wide and wet. Light shone through the water as it fell up. Leven could see where he was going, but he couldn’t see details. At the moment, all of Foo looked like an endless, black, stone stairway.

“So what do you know about the Want?” Leven asked, his breath labored and heavy.

“There’s no one more important in Foo.”

“Have you met him?”

“No, but I had a teacher who had,” Clover answered. “He said that even being in the same room is tiring. The Want sees all dreams. He’s the only soul who truly knows what the current state of Foo is. Of course, they also say that all those dreams have made him a bit touched. Oh, and that there is something up with his eyes and you should never point that out to him.”

“Really?” Leven asked. “What’s up with his eyes?”

“I don’t know,” Clover insisted. “Maybe they’re crossed, or all googly. I know a sycophant who has two different colors of eyes. Maybe that’s it. Some people are so touchy. If I had two different colors of eyes, I’d be fine with people bringing it up.”

“I bet that’s not it,” Leven said, struggling up a huge step.

“You’re probably right,” Clover sighed contently. “Antsel met with the Want a number of times. Of course, Antsel was always really decent and would never bring up someone’s eyes. He didn’t have a mean bone in his body. He was such a . . .”

Leven cleared his throat.

“Oh, not that he was better than you, just different,” Clover waved. “It’s apples and plussums. For example, you like to . . . do certain things, I’m sure, and Antsel liked to read the dirt and the stars.”

“So you don’t know what I like to do?” Leven challenged, panting with exertion.

“Of course I do, don’t get me started,” Clover said. “Do you think these stairs are getting steeper?”

“Name one thing I like to do,” Leven smiled, not letting it drop. “Here, I’ll help. Antsel liked to read the stars, and I like to . . .”

“Make little shadow puppets with my hands,” Clover said.

“I do?” Leven asked, confused.

“Oh, you? I get it now. I thought you meant me. Here, try again.”

Leven laughed, and as he did so his eyes flared just a bit, lighting the cavern and showing off details. The stairs looked like they went on forever, and there were dark markings on the cavern walls. None of them made any sense to Leven.

“Okay,” Leven said. “I like to . . .”

“Sing?”

“Have you ever heard me sing before?”

“That doesn’t mean you don’t enjoy it.”

“Try again.”

“Eat things?” Clover guessed.

“I like to eat things?”

“Well, don’t you?” Clover asked, shifting down onto Leven’s right shoulder. “Let’s say you stopped eating. That’d be awful.”

“Eating doesn’t count,” Leven said. “I like . . .”

“Bathroom products?”

“Bathroom products?” Leven laughed. “What does that mean?”

“Well, I don’t know everything,” Clover admitted. “And I’ve always respected your privacy. So maybe you use a lot of shampoo and gel in the bathroom.”

“Amazing,” Leven said. “You’ve watched me for all these years and you still have no idea what I like.”

“It’s not easy,” Clover said. “You try doing me.”

“What do you like?” Leven asked. “That’s easy. Twigs, toothpaste, anything that shines, food that is served in the shape of another food, your reflection, trap doors, misshapen dice, banana flavoring but not actual bananas, pants that have lots of pockets, friendly looking stuffed animals . . . should I go on?”

“I didn’t know we were talking about general stuff.”

“Should I get more specific?” Leven asked. “How about Lilly?

Clover shook and then disappeared. “How do you know about Lilly?” he asked five stairs later.

“You’ve only mentioned her about two hundred times,” Leven huffed. “Whenever you make up a story, the female is always named Lilly. You talk about your favorite flower being a lily. You say ’lilly-nilly’ instead of ’willy-nilly,’ which is probably why you even use that expression at all, because nobody else does anymore. And you wrote ’I love Lilly’ across the bottom of my bed back in Reality.”

“You knew about that?” Clover asked.

“I saw it when I was looking for my missing shirt.”

“The world is one amazing circle,” Clover said reflectively.

“I didn’t figure out that you wrote it until later when you showed yourself and started talking about Lilly.”

“She was in one of my classes,” Clover admitted.

“How sweet,” Leven said, tired from moving up so many stairs. “What happened with her?”

“Absolutely nothing,” Clover said sadly. “I’ve been hoping that now that I’m back, things will sort of pick up.”

“Keep hoping,” Leven huffed. “Now, about the Want?”

“I really don’t know much about him,” Clover said. “He sees and controls the feel of Foo.”

Leven stopped to catch his breath.

“I’d carry you if I could,” Clover said casually.

“I’m sure you would.”

They sat silently for a moment.

“I just want to know what I’m heading into,” Leven said, beginning to climb again. “I hope Geth is right about this.”

“I guess you’ll find out either way.”

“Comforting,” Leven said, pushing up the steps.

The stone stairs turned and leveled out a little.

“Maybe we’re getting close to the top,” Clover said hopefully.

Leven began to move faster, the thought of reaching the end incredibly exhilarating. The steps became smaller and smaller and some source of light could be seen in the distance. Twelve steps later the stairs ran out, and Leven and Clover were standing in a long, empty tunnel. Leven moved through the tunnel heading toward the light—the soft sound of a fire humming in the distance.

“Do you think it’s safe?” Clover whispered from Leven’s right shoulder.

“I don’t care,” Leven said. “As long as it’s not stairs.”

Leven stepped through the end of the tunnel and into a round, tubelike room that went straight up hundreds of feet. There were lit torches tied to the walls about every fifty feet up and a wooden staircase that appeared to circle endlessly up the walls. The bottom of the stairs didn’t reach to the ground; there was only a worn rope that hung from a dusty railing.

Leven moaned.

“Fate’s not always kind,” Clover said. “But I suppose this is funny on some level.”

“Maybe the level at the top,” Leven said, his sweaty hair sticking to his forehead.

“I’m sure we’ll look back at this and laugh.”

The torches hummed in harmony.

“There has to be another way,” Leven complained, ignoring Clover.

“Oh, it’s not that bad,” Clover tried to comfort. “We can take as many breaks as you need. But I think we need to go as fast as we can between those breaks.”

Leven walked to the hanging rope and pulled on it. The bottom of the stairs lowered and came to rest right in front of him. He looked up and tried to count the torches.

“It probably won’t get any shorter by our waiting,” Clover said sympathetically while patting Leven on the head.

Leven took the steps two at a time.
  

Chapter Twelve

Big Bold Words at the Beginning of a Chapter
 

Some days are better than others. True, most consist of twenty-four hours; or one thousand, four hundred and forty minutes; or eighty-six thousand, four hundred seconds, and on an average day the sun rises, crests, and then dips back down in an effort to give the moon some “me time.” But sometimes the things that happen during those eighty-six thousand, four hundred seconds are significantly better than what occurs during the typical day.

Perhaps you win an award one day. Maybe you get your hair cut by someone who finally does a decent job. Or what if you’re not one of those people who takes cars for granted, and one day you finally get a new one.

That’s not a bad day.

Better yet, one day you get a job you love, or you find the world’s biggest diamond in your sock drawer, or you uncover a completely intact skeleton from a new species of dinosaur in your backyard while weeding.

Nice day indeed.

Or maybe, just maybe, you find that one person who makes all other people seem dull and lifeless and uninteresting—and that one person actually loves you back.

If so, congratulations.

Tim had one of those days years ago when he met his wife, Wendy, at a public library. She had been looking for a book about Charles de Gaulle, and Tim had wanted to brush up on what he knew about the life of Leonardo da Vinci.

Their hands brushed as they were both reaching for the dead stars.

Tim said, “Excuse me.”

Wendy said, “You’re excused.”

Three months later they were married in a small church on a tall hill with a few close friends on hand. Tim had loved Wendy from the start. Now, however, he couldn’t even remember her. His life was a confusing and dark fog, made even more complicated by the maniac who bossed him around and the angry toothpick that wouldn’t leave him alone.

“What’s that smell?” Ezra complained.

“Again with the smell,” Dennis barked. “It’s hot tar.”

“Well, it’s offensive.”

Tim smoothed the tar down on the bottom of the box. It was hot and sticky and reminded him of Sabine as he had oozed back into Dennis after he had rained on the telt.

The incident had changed Tim.

It had pushed him from confused dolt to semiactive participant. It had sufficiently smothered his brain that he now thought only of the cause at hand. Not to mention the fact that he had enjoyed the powerful feeling of pulling Sabine from the clouds. Tim now spent a lot of time staring at his arm and wondering what else he was capable of.

He had forgotten about Wendy.

He had forgotten about Winter, and he had forgotten about his two sons. To him, Rochester and Darcy were simply characters from a novel he had once read.

Tim was no longer Tim.

“This will take us to Foo?” Tim asked, motioning to the box he was working on.

“Yes,” Dennis replied. “To Foo and back many times.”

“Because?” Tim asked honestly.

Dennis breathed in slowly, as if he were trying to calm himself. “Because it will give us the full power of Foo here in Reality,” he said through gritted teeth. “Not just avalands and telts. The full power—all gifts and all possibilities.”

“And me?” Tim asked meekly.

Dennis looked at him and smiled, a black line of Sabine circling around his bald head.

“You?” Dennis asked.

Tim nodded.

“Well, you will stand by my side and experience the kind of power and respect you never thought possible.”

Tim smiled.

“And Ezra?” he asked.

Dennis looked over at Ezra, who was busy swearing at a bird that wouldn’t stop singing.

“Ezra has a place,” Dennis whispered harshly. “There is someone he needs to . . . connect with.”

“Leven?” Tim asked, sounding like a child who wasn’t quite sure he knew the answer.

Dennis’s ears became dark black and then faded. A patch of rot ran up and down each of his arms.

“Not Leven!” Dennis said. “The work you are doing now is the result of Leven treading where he had no right to tread. He has purposefully postponed the most triumphant thing that will ever happen to mankind, and he will regret every move he has made.”

Tim smiled as if he were supposed to.

Dennis put his hand on Tim’s shoulder. The attention lit Tim up. He looked liked he had just won something of great value.

Dennis squeezed Tim’s shoulder until Tim hoarsely cried out in pain.

“Build faster,” Dennis demanded. “No more questions. Understand?”

Dennis let go and looked at Tim like he was ashamed of him. Tim rubbed his shoulder and pushed out some more hot tar across the base of the new gateway. His brain was no longer his own, but in that moment he remembered a secret.

Tim remembered that he hated Dennis.

He also knew he needed to keep that secret from certain parts of his own brain until just the right time arrived.
  

Chapter Thirteen

Bruised
 

When Leven was only ten years old, his life was less than shining, unless you are referencing a shining bruise. His home life was miserable and as boring as an invisible parade marching down a dry, barren road on a Sunday.

His mother’s half sister, Addy, and her husband, Terry, were in charge of Leven, but, as they had said often, they would have much preferred not having him around. Terry would chastise and chase Leven out of the house whenever he was home and Addy would constantly complain about the doltlike burden her half sister had put on her overworked and underappreciated shoulders. If Leven wasn’t being scolded or doing chores he was out on his bed on the back porch, alone with his thoughts and dreaming of being someone other than who he was.

School wasn’t any better.

His teachers at Franklin M. Pinchworthy Elementary were so overworked, they never had the time to even learn their students’ names. School at Pinchworthy was all about taking tests: tests to see how well you did at math, how much you knew about science, how many words you could read while standing, how many countries you could paint, how many pencils you could sharpen while blindfolded.

Always tests.

The teachers would then take the tests to the Powers That Be to show them how smart the children they didn’t have time to teach really were. Leven had tried to do well, but it was hard to stand out in a school where no one really had a name—where everyone was just a number on the top of another ridiculous test.

Leven was number 1313.

During Leven’s sixth year at Pinchworthy there had been so many tests that the teachers didn’t have time to keep track of anyone’s grades. So they were forced to base each student’s entire grade on one final exam. Well, thanks to all the tests they had taken during the year, they were completely out of paper. So the teachers met and decided to put on a learning long jump. The wisdom, or lack thereof, was that the student’s final grade would come from how far he or she could jump.

Leven was a great jumper, but, just to be sure, he practiced and practiced out in the field behind his house the entire afternoon before. When the next day rolled around and he took his turn in front of everyone, he beat the record by two full inches. But instead of congratulating and celebrating him, the teachers figured he must have cheated and gave Leven a D. Even though he had made the jump in front of everyone and it was clear what he had done, he received a D for cheating.

“I didn’t cheat,” Leven pointed out.

“I wasn’t born yesterday,” the teacher said unnecessarily, her gray hair and tired eyes making that point perfectly clear.

Leven had taken the D home and showed it to Addy. Terry in turn had given him a licking for being such a failure, and Leven had spent the evening out on the porch lying on his small bed with his hopes and soul dying just a bit more, and his legs burning in pain from all the practice he had put in the day before.

Leven half wished he was back on that porch feeling awful and suffering from the way his legs had burned then. Because now, after the hundreds and hundreds of stairs he had been climbing, his legs felt like they were going to spontaneously combust and turn into a pile of smoldering ash. His chest heaved, and each breath he sucked in felt like he was swallowing a wad of thick, dry clay.

Leven stopped, desperately trying to catch his breath.

“You’ll sleep well tonight,” Clover observed, appearing on Leven’s left shoulder.

Clover was eating something.

“I . . .” Leven couldn’t finish.

“We have to be getting closer,” Clover said, looking down the stairs they had already climbed. He then looked up and moaned. “Well, maybe not.”

“This . . . is ridiculous,” Leven growled, sitting down on the stairs. “I can’t go any farther.”

“You know your limits,” Clover said, chewing.

“Don’t you have anything in that void to drink?” Leven said, gasping for air. “My lungs . . . are burning.”

Clover fished around in his void. “I’m not sure I do. Oh yeah, I forgot I had this.” He pulled out a small, bladder-shaped canteen.

Leven grabbed it and lifted it to his lips. Then he paused, lowering the bladder. “I don’t know,” he said skeptically. “Maybe I should wait. What is this stuff?”

“Don’t worry. There’s nothing fun about that,” Clover complained. “It’s just water.”

“Water that does what?”

“Quenches your thirst?”

“That’s it?”

Clover nodded as he chewed.

Leven took a sip and tasted it. He looked at his arms and legs to see if there were any changes.

Everything was normal.

Leven shrugged his shoulders and downed the entire bladder. Not only was it water, but it was the best water he had ever tasted. It was so cool and ran down his burning throat like ice cream. He could feel it hydrating his entire body. He squeezed every last drop out of the canteen and then reluctantly handed the empty container back to Clover.

“Thanks,” Leven said with great sincerity. “I don’t think I’ve ever tasted better water.”

“No problem,” Clover said. “I could tell you needed it.”

“Now,” Leven said, “we need . . . wait, what were we doing?”

Clover just sat there trying to look innocent.

“Weren’t we going up?” Leven asked.

“Wow, it’s working fast on you,” Clover said.

“What?” Leven asked, confused.

“The water,” Clover explained. “You’re already forgetting.”

“What are you taking about?”

“That water’s from the Veil Sea. It’ll make you forget things. You know, give you kind of a spotty memory for a few minutes.”

Leven’s face grew angry. “I think I remember you saying it wouldn’t do anything,” he said, blinking.

“That’s true,” Clover said, taking the last bite of what he was eating and dusting his palms together. “And normally I don’t like to lie, but I could tell you were thirsty. Plus, I knew that after you drank it you would eventually forget what I told you.”

Leven didn’t seem to understand what Clover was saying. He blinked his eyes and looked up the stairs.

“Are we headed up or down?” Leven asked.

Clover smiled. “Up.”

“My legs hurt,” Leven complained.

“Do they?” Clover said. “Odd. Maybe they’ll feel better if you climb a bit.”

That seemed to make sense to Leven. He stood and looked up. “Are we in a hurry?” he asked, still disoriented.

Clover nodded, “A great hurry.”

Leven began running up the stairs, unable to remember clearly why his legs were burning so horribly.
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Geth felt a bit hopeless, and he hated the feeling. It tore at his body like an angry cat and irritated his soul as if it were a sweater made out of barbed wire.

Lithens were nothing without hope.

But a bit of bleakness had settled into his heart, and he was fighting himself to shake it off.

His current situation wasn’t helping.

At the moment Winter and Geth were tied to the mast of a small ship that was making its way across the Veil Sea, weaving in and out through a maze of thick fog. Both of their heads were covered with dark cloth sacks. They had been tied up on their knees with their ankles and wrists bound to the mast behind them. Winter was still unconscious. Azure had cruelly shoved pitch reed up their noses, knowing it would knock them out for a couple of hours.

The noises of the slapping water and of large mist eaters squawking in the air above were the only sounds as the boat darted quickly through the water. After a couple of hours Winter began to stir. She moaned and pulled at the ropes binding her to the mast as she blew bits of pitch reed from her nose.

“The rope is made from strips of dark dreams,” Geth said as she struggled. “Can you feel them buzzing on your wrists? Azure must be trading with the Children of the Sewn. There is no way to break or untie the knots except by rejoining them with the remaining pieces of the dreams from which they were made. Azure must have those.”

Winter moaned.

“I know,” Geth said. “It’s not the most comfortable position.”

The boat continued to slice through the water as mist eaters gorged on the thick fog.

“How long have I been out?” Winter finally asked, her voice low.

“I don’t know for sure,” Geth answered. “I came to a few hours ago. I think it’s still the same day.”

“Are we alone?” Winter whispered.

“I’m not sure,” Geth replied softly. “We’re on the Veil Sea, so Azure will be at the prow reading the mist. I don’t know if there are others around, but I haven’t heard anyone. Are you okay?”

“My arms and shoulders really hurt,” Winter said. “And I can’t feel my knees. How about you? I couldn’t see everything, but I could tell that Azure was not being kind as he tied you up.”

“I’m fine,” Geth said, knowing that his whole body was beaten and bruised and that at the very least he had a couple of broken ribs.

“Nice friend you have,” Winter weakly joked.

“Sorry,” Geth smiled. “He’s changed. So much has changed.”

“And we’re heading toward the Want?”

“Possibly,” Geth answered. “It feels as if the sea is taking us toward the Hidden Border—which means we are making our way either to the back side of Lith or to one of the far stones. Hopefully we’ll get a chance to see the Want. And if fate is kind the Waves will already have delivered Leven to him.”

“I hope they were easier on him than Azure was on us.”

“The Waves would never harm anyone for sport.”

“But, like you said,” Winter whispered, “so much has changed.”

“Not the Waves,” Geth said firmly.

“What are they, anyway?” Winter asked, struggling to shift enough to get some blood running to other parts of her legs.

“They have been here since the beginning—like the lithens,” Geth whispered. “They rarely show themselves. But they did fight in the metal wars, and if an enemy were to try to storm the island of Alder, he would probably get a glimpse of the Waves as they washed him away. They have fearlessly and successfully guarded the island of Alder since the dawn of Foo.”

“My head hurts,” Winter moaned.

“It’s the pitch reed you breathed in,” Geth said. “It’ll clear shortly.”

“So what’s on Alder?” Winter asked. “I mean, what’s to guard?”

“No one knows for sure,” Geth answered, struggling with the ropes tied around his wrists. “The best information we ever got was from Sabine’s shadows. The Waves couldn’t stop them from drifting over the island. But they didn’t see everything because the Waves covered the island, hiding things from them. The shadows did tell Sabine about a tree—the oldest tree in Foo.”

“A tree,” Winter said sarcastically. “That sounds important.”

Geth laughed, “Be nice to trees. Also, the Want has said—and even the Sochemists have declared—that Leven’s destiny lies on that island.”

The mist eaters began to squawk even louder. A sound like thick fists thudding against each other could be heard right above where Geth and Winter were tied. Two unconscious mist eaters fell from the air and landed directly on them. Winter choked back a scream, not knowing what had fallen on her.

“Don’t worry,” Geth said quietly. “They’re just mist eaters. They won’t hurt you.”

“Mist eaters?”

“Birds,” Geth explained. “They’re addicted to the mist. They spend their lives flying through it and eating it. The mist they eat erases all their memory and leaves them sort of drunk and stupid. Sometimes they fly into each other and knock themselves out. It happens a lot when the mist is thick. That also means we are probably getting closer to the Hidden Border.”

“Did I know all this before?” Winter asked. “Did I know all these creatures and places?”

“Yes,” Geth said as two more mist eaters ran into each other and rained down on them.

Winter flinched.

“I have to admit that I don’t really enjoy that,” she whispered.

“Wait till they come to and start pecking at you as if it was your fault they fell.”

“So, should we have a plan?” Winter asked. “For when we’re untied.”

“Fate will let us know what we need to do.”

“That’s comforting.”

“You don’t believe that?” Geth whispered.

“I want to,” Winter whispered back. “It just seems like we might be better off having some idea of what we are going to do. Fate hasn’t exactly painted us into a pretty picture.”

As if on cue, one of the mist eaters came to and began to shriek at Winter. It hopped up on her right shoulder and started pecking at the side of her head through the cloth sack, angrily scratching her shoulder with its claws.

“Owwwww,” Winter said, swinging her head sideways to try to knock the bird away.

Geth would have offered a few words of comfort, but another mist eater had come to and was now bothering him. Winter gave her bird a hard jab, pinching it between her head and shoulder. The bird scratched at her masked face and then flew off, defeated. The mist eater scratching at Geth moved behind his head and Geth slammed his head back, banging the bird against the mast and knocking it out for a second time.

“My wrists are burning,” Winter complained.

“Maybe I’ll shrink fast enough to slip out,” Geth said.

“What?” Winter asked.

“You’re nice to pretend you haven’t noticed,” Geth said kindly. “But I seem to be slowly getting smaller.”

“I thought you seemed taller before,” Winter said innocently. “I mean, after being a toothpick.”

“I don’t know what it is,” Geth said. “It’s as if I’m not whole.”

“You’ll stop shrinking eventually, won’t you?”

“I hope so,” Geth said casually.

The boat came to a stop. Geth and Winter hit their heads hard against the mast. Footsteps sounded as someone neared.

“Untie them,” Azure’s voice said.

Geth’s and Winter’s hands and ankles were untied and they were both yanked to their feet, only to fall down from having been bound in the awkward position they had suffered.

“So sorry,” Azure said. “Were you uncomfortable?” He snarled again at someone unseen, “Pick them up.”

Geth and Winter were roughly pulled up.

“Uncover their heads,” Azure said. “I like people to look at me when I’m speaking.”

Winter’s hood was ripped off, along with several hundred strands of her blonde hair. She would have screamed in pain, but the sting of the blood rushing into her legs and arms was even worse, and she just didn’t have the strength to waste on screaming.

She opened her eyes and there was Azure, his blue eyes burning with hate and a lust for all things evil. She wanted to take him by the throat, but her arms were being held back by two rants. Both rants were wearing traditional dark robes.

Winter looked at Geth. He too was imprisoned by rants.

“Where to now?” Geth asked Azure, as casually as someone wondering what ride to enjoy next at a family theme park.

“I could kill you,” Azure said coldly.

“You’ve mentioned that,” Geth replied.

“You’ve changed,” Azure snapped.

“So have you.”

“Always clever,” Azure complained. “Eventually the clever grow silent.”

Geth didn’t reply.

Azure nodded, and the rants began to push Geth and Winter up over the side rail and onto a walkway that led to a large wooden dock. The dock was covered with moss, and tipsy mist eaters dozily lined the thick railing that ran the length of it.

“The eleventh stone,” Geth whispered to Winter. “I don’t think we’ll be seeing the Want. We must have been out longer than I thought to have traveled this far already.”

“Quiet,” Azure ordered.

They walked along the dock and up to a small shack with a wooden gate attached to it. A large rant was manning the gate.

“Your wagon is ready,” the rant said.

“Onicks?” Azure asked.

“Twelve,” the rant answered.

Behind the gate was a wooden wagon with six wheels and twelve onicks in front of it. On the back of each onick sat a robed rider.

“Put them in the wagon,” Azure commanded his rants.

Geth was tossed and Winter lightly pushed in. As they sat up in the back, Winter could see that it was not the onicks but the riders who were tethered to the wagon. They were also latched at the waist to the onicks they were sitting on.

“The onicks aren’t hooked up,” Winter observed.

“That would be pointless,” Geth said. “An onick is loyal only to its current rider. If onicks were tied to a wagon, they would simply lie down and never get up. The riders are being forced to drive the onicks where Azure wants.”

Azure turned to Geth and motioned to his riders.

“It used to be so difficult finding steady minds to pull our wagons,” Azure said sickly. “But these nits were not only kind enough to give up their gifts, they stuck around to help us out.”

Two of the riders turned to look at Geth and Winter. Their faces beneath their hoods were gray and drawn. They looked like corpses that were wishing someone would just hurry up and bury them.

Winter’s stomach turned.

“Stealing gifts?” Geth said with disgust. “What’s happened to Foo? I demand to see the Want.”

Azure laughed. A couple of the riders nervously laughed with him.

“I suppose if there are dreams in death, perhaps the Want will see some of yours,” Azure said, scratching at his infected ear.

“What has happened to you?” Geth asked. “There’s some good left.”

“Not for long,” Azure said, tearing at his ear. He turned and looked at his riders. “Go! What are you waiting for?”

The onicks began to move down the tree-lined road. Large red birds with jagged beaks screamed at them as they moved. Occasionally the birds would jump down from where they hollered and pick up thin yellow snakes that were racing to get across the road safely.

“We have a short road trip,” Azure said, his ear bleeding from the scratching. “Enjoy the ride. It will be your last.”

Geth smiled at Azure. “Let’s see if fate agrees.”    

Azure turned, swinging his kilve and clipping Geth on the side of his face. Geth’s right cheek began to bleed.

“Fate is marching toward its own death,” Azure seethed.

“Hope will help it,” Geth said firmly.

“What is up with him?” Azure barked, looking directly at Winter. “He leaves a warrior and comes back spineless. Reality’s made him weak.”

“He looks as if he’s fine with himself,” Winter said. “While you, on the other hand . . .”

“Shut up,” Azure demanded. “No more from either of you.”

Azure scratched desperately at his ear and shouted for his riders to move.
  

Chapter Fourteen

Completed
 

Everybody needs somebody. Sorry. If you were thinking you could get though life completely on your own, you’re wrong. It’s a proven fact that people need people. Sure, there are those who try to stuff their lives full of cats in an effort to fill the void, but, for the most part, people thrive, live, and do better if their existences are full of interaction with other humans.

Some people find people to interact with at school. Some people run with people they meet at church. Work is a half-decent place to find acquaintances. Or maybe one day last May you were flying a kite in Central Park and a couple of nice people commented on how high the kite was, and that sparked a conversation that led to the three of you having dinner together at a small restaurant in Times Square and then catching a Broadway show about friendly cats. That could have happened—which just goes to show you that, either way, you are going to end up surrounded by cats.

Let’s hope you’re not allergic.

Dennis, unfortunately, had nobody. He had never had anybody. It was as if, throughout his entire life, fate had been preparing him to be able to disappear without a single person noticing or caring about his absence. After the building housing Snooker and Woe had crossed the street and settled on the opposite corner, few people had even thought of Dennis again. Snooker and Woe had since set up temporary quarters in an older office complex until they could get a new building built. In all the craziness and moving, only one person had ever mentioned Dennis, and that was a secretary who was sick of the copy machine breaking and wished “that one guy” was around to fix it. It was a pathetic mention, but Dennis would have been touched had he known that someone was thinking of him.

Now Dennis was simply a shell that Sabine was riding around in. And Dennis was about to take over the world.

“Is it done?” Dennis asked, as he and Tim and Ezra stood in the abandoned farmhouse they had called home for the last little while.

“Yes,” Tim said, pointing to the new gateway.

Dennis walked around the box, inspecting the craftsmanship. The gateway was a little over six feet tall and five feet wide. It was also four feet deep. It was made of thin metal sheeting and had a large iron hook welded to the top. Inside of it on the base sat the uneven sidewalk they had dug up in Munich. Dennis looked inside the box at the pieces of the two mismatched sections of sidewalk.

“These weren’t altered in the least?”

“Not at all,” Tim said. “They’re resting in the exact same position as they were on the street.”

“Excellent,” Dennis hissed evilly. “Excellent!”

Dennis began to laugh, the dark images sliding like pudding across his skin. His cackle rang through the room and made Tim shiver. Ezra, on the other hand, was unimpressed and in the mood to humble Dennis.

“You’ve got something on your face,” Ezra said, pointing to Dennis’s chin. “It’s white like frosting from dinner.”

Dennis self-consciously wiped at his chin.

“Higher,” Ezra said.

“Now?”

“Higher still.”

“Ahhhh,” Dennis raged, wiping at his whole face and turning to go. “We’ll load the box at dark and head to the water as soon as the moment is right. Foo will be ours soon.”

“It’s still there,” Ezra mocked. “Right above your mouth.”

Dennis reached out and flicked Ezra across the room. Ezra grabbed ahold of Tim’s ball cap as he flew over him.

Dennis left the room.

“Coward,” Ezra spat.

Tim reached up and pulled Ezra from his hat. He stared at the angry toothpick in his hand.

“What?” Ezra challenged. “Someone’s got to say something, and it certainly isn’t you. Gutless.”

Tim shrugged.

“Do you think he’ll really keep you around when you get to Foo?” Ezra growled. “No. He’ll take back the part of him you’re borrowing and then bury you deep in the soil of Foo.”

Tim was silent.

“Nice rebuttal, chatty,” Ezra snapped. “Of course, I also know that he will never let me be restored. He’s keeping me around until Geth is confronted, when I’m sure he plans to destroy me. But I, unlike you, am not stupid enough to just let it happen.”

Tim looked at Ezra.

“I know something,” Tim struggled to whisper.

“There’s a statement that needs some evidence,” Ezra challenged, moving up Tim’s right arm to stand on his shoulder. “What could you possibly know?”

“There’s a part of me he doesn’t control,” Tim said laboriously.

“Is there, now?” Ezra said, lifting himself up to Tim’s ear and looking in. “What are you hiding in there?”

“I hate him,” Tim said.

Ezra smiled. “That’s a start,” he whispered. “He has control of you, but if you stick with me, we might be able to have the last word in Foo.”

Tim rubbed his forehead as if in pain. He looked at his arm. Thick black lines spiraled around it. Tim hated how much he loved the feel of that blackness.

“There is a part of me he doesn’t control,” Tim said again.

“Brilliant,” Ezra mocked. “You can repeat yourself.”

Dennis pushed through the door back into the room.

“I’ll be in the water working to ready the attachment,” Dennis announced. “I’ll expect to find you both here when I return.”

Tim nodded as Ezra executed a far less cordial gesture.
  

Chapter Fifteen

Unfortunately, We Are Family
 

Sycophant Run was calm. The wind blew lightly as a yellow sky ran sideways and dripped over and down between bright, puffy hazen. The fantrum trees covering the Worm Worn Mountains pushed gigantic purple blossoms out of their highest leaves, announcing the arrival of evening. In only a few minutes the blossoms changed the look of the mountains’ canopy from a deep green to a tragic purple. Tea birds nested in the blossoms, rubbing themselves against the tiny seeds and petals the flowers produced.

Rast would have loved to stop and take it all in. Evening to him was the finest time on Sycophant Run. It was a time when the lights dimmed and the laughter increased as all sycophants began to celebrate the closing of another day. The cloistered sycophants were sounding the wooden bells, pounding out a rhythm that echoed softly throughout their part of Foo.

Rast moved up the tight ivy that covered the trunk of the tall fantrum tree, pushing fat bickerwicks aside with his black hands. He looked over his shoulder every couple of seconds to make sure that no one was following him. Not that anyone would, mind you—sycophants were honest and loyal and kept their business to themselves. Of course, the place where Rast was heading now would probably garner interest from almost every soul in Foo, despite their honesty and loyalty.

“The key is there,” Rast said to himself. “There’s no need for worry.”

He reached the top of the tree and jumped the three-foot distance to the rocky cliff wall. The wall was moist from the Pother Falls. Rast looked down at the churning water. The rush of the falls drowned out the wooden bells and made his white fur wet and heavy.

“The key’s safe,” he told himself again.

The cliff wall was hundreds of feet high and angled in to meet with a taller wall of red stone. Where the two walls met, there was a rocky depression that was visible only for a few seconds each day when the largest sun was setting. Rast waited, his eyes trained on the wall. As the sun set, the wall lit up like a piece of reflective glass.

Rast could see the elusive depression. He moved quickly, knowing that in a moment it would be unnoticeable and lost on the solid wall of stone outcroppings and dips.

The sun shifted just as Rast made his way into the depression.

Rast pushed himself against the inside wall and twisted his body around. From there he could see a small black hole that led down just on the inner wall.

Rast smashed himself into the hole.

He was not quite as thin as he had been the last time he had made this trek. He crawled through the hole on his belly, twisting every once in a while to make the fit. There were other tunnels and routes around him, but Rast stuck to the course only he knew. Now and then small, lizardlike lather whips would scurry over Rast, spitting sparking saliva at him for disturbing their territory. The sparks stung, but they also created brief flashes of light, helping him find his way. After crawling for twenty minutes, Rast saw steady firelight up ahead.

He moved through the tunnel, placing his hands and feet carefully on solid ground. The tunnel opened up into a small, round cavern with jagged stalactites hanging from the ceiling. There were two torches suspended from the wall by thick leather straps. Only one was lit, its flame weakly burning.

Rast looked at the flame with disgust.

“Stand tall,” Rast commanded, brushing a couple of persistent lather whips off his arms.

The fire flickered and straightened itself. Rast looked around, and the flame slouched just a bit.

“What happened to the second torch?” Rast said. “Who put it out?”

The flame groaned. Rast moved closer and stared into the fire.

“Have there been any others through here?”

The fire crackled and popped.

“Who?”

The torch moaned.

Rast looked around. He closed his eyes and breathed in and out slowly, then turned in a circle, letting the feel of the cavern come to him. He twisted around two times before he shivered and stopped.

Rast opened his red eyes and moved toward the back wall. The fire leaned in his direction, watching to see what was going on. Rast reached out and touched the wall. It felt solid. He stuck out his right hand and made a tight fist.

“I hope I’m right,” he said to the fire.

Rast pulled back his right arm and jabbed his fist toward the wall as hard as he could.

He hit the right spot.

There was a brittle cracking noise followed by a wet slurp as his arm slid into the wall.

“The stone film seemed thin,” he said to himself.

Rast had found the hole, but the layer of stone that had hardened over it was less substantial than it should have been.

“Someone’s been here in the last twenty years,” he surmised.

Rast began to sweat. With his arm halfway in the wall, he twisted his hand around inside, feeling for a switch.

“There you are,” Rast said with conviction.

Stone scraped against stone behind the wall, and in a moment the stalactites on the ceiling of the small cavern began to lower, moving to the floor like jagged teeth. When the tallest stalactite hit the floor of the cavern, all movement ceased. The lowering stalactites had pulled down a section of the ceiling, revealing a tiny set of stairs just the right size for a single sycophant to climb. Lather whips burst from the hole by the hundreds, spitting and darting around the room like thick lines of black marker. The ceiling of the room sparkled like bright fireworks as they all spat.

Rast held his arm over his eyes and waited for the slippery pests to clear out. The lather whips fell to the floor and spilled down into various cracks in the cavern. In a few moments there was no sign of a single one.

Rast pulled a thick strip of cloth out of a tiny pouch he had hanging from his waist. He wrapped the strip of cloth around his head and eyes, blindfolding himself. He then began climbing the stairs up into the dark. The stairs circled up for a few feet in a tight stairwell that only a being the size of a sycophant could fit inside. At the top of the stairs, the cavern opened up into a rectangular-shaped room that seemed to have no ceiling, just a vast, thick darkness.

Rast could feel himself stepping on and over a number of objects. The small room was packed with small metal instruments and utensils—objects made of the shiniest metal—placed there to stop any sycophant in his tracks. Few sycophants could resist stopping to touch and look at them. Most sycophants would easily spend the remainder of their existence simply looking at their own reflections in the back of a shiny coin or spoon. The metal on the floor was lit by two small rocks that glowed bright white, one on each side of the room.

Of course, none of the objects interested Rast because of the blindfold. Although, having been in the room a couple of times before, Rast wished he had brought earplugs as well. He couldn’t see the metal objects, but hearing them brush up against each other was almost as tempting and intoxicating as looking directly at them.

Rast reached the far wall. He moved his hands up and down, feeling for something. About fifteen inches up he found the end of a dried vine sticking out of the wall. He took hold of it and pulled as hard as he could. The thick brown vine snaked out of the wall until Rast was holding about six feet of it.

Rast took the vine and, still blindfolded, made his way to the opposite end of the room and tied the loose end to a thick looped vine hanging from that wall. He twanged the tight vine.

“Perfect,” he said.

He hopped up on the vine-tightrope and felt the wall a foot above where he had tied it off. There he found the end of another vine and pulled. He then moved along the tightrope back to the other side and tied up his second vine. Rast repeated the action, creating a third vine a foot or so above the last, building a rope ladder that would take him up and into the dark. He took off his hood and kept his eyes looking up.

As he strung the vines, he sang an old sycophant devotional song to calm his nerves:

When fate runs dry it’ll be you and I

 

Who save the dream from soil and sky.

 

The smallest hand will hoist the toil,

 

And set to right the sky and soil.

 

His voice echoed off the walls of the small space he was working in, and every couple of minutes the mountain would moan as if bothered by the singing.

Rast paid the mountain no mind.

He worked the vines until they were twenty-three rungs high. It was pitch black, and if it had not been for gravity, Rast would have been confused about which way was up. His singing had turned to humming three vines ago, and now he was too tired to even hum. He held onto the last vine and swung himself up. He straddled the vine and reached to try to find the ceiling.

It was there, and he was only inches from it.

“This is why I never check on the key,” he said breathlessly to himself.

There were five tiny stalactites on the ceiling. The stalactites were all shaped differently—each of them in the form of a sycophant symbol. Rast reached wide and twisted the one shaped as a tree. He turned the one shaped as a flower once and the one shaped as a square with a missing corner four times until each one was positioned how it should be.

He turned the final two.

A faint click sounded and the cavern exhaled. The stalactites retracted and a small crevasse above Rast’s head opened. Dust sprinkled out and covered Rast. The dust whispered words of warning as it settled on his shoulders.

“Do you know what you’re doing?”

“Trouble lies in spaces such as this.”

“Leave well enough alone.”

Rast ignored the dust, reaching up to feel around the dark crack. He couldn’t feel anything, and his sweating increased.

Rast frantically stood as tall as he could on the top vine and pushed his arm up further into the opening. There was something there. Rast worked the tips of his knobby black fingers to bring the object closer. As soon as he could reach it properly, he wrapped his hand around the handle on the box and pulled it out.

“Whew,” he said, dropping down to stand on the second-highest vine.

The dust shifted and whimpered.

Rast tossed his leg over the vine and sat down, holding the higher rope with his right hand. He balanced the heavy box on the thick, flat vine. He couldn’t see it in the dark, but Rast knew it was the key box.

“Of course it’s here,” he said to himself. “The one key the sycophants are entrusted to care for and we lose it? Unheard of.”

Rast opened the lid up and reached inside the long box.

Life is not always what you think it will be. Some people, however, are still surprised when something turns out differently than they might have expected.

I suggest you don’t get too comfortable. You can count on only two things—books and change. At only a handful of points in the history of mankind has a book ever not performed its job. Perhaps the story fell short, but that wasn’t the book’s fault. It went to the trouble of holding itself together and delivering the words or images it was born to pass on. Same for change—it’s constant and eternal. Even the things that seem still are still changing.

That said, however, if a person places a key in a small wooden box and locks it in a stone vault hidden deep in a mountain and protected by shiny metal objects, hidden entrances, and seemingly unclimbable heights, that person might very well expect that key to be there the next time he came around to check on it.

It was no different for Rast. He reached his hand in the little box and found . . . nothing.

Rast shook and almost fell from the shock of it. He felt around in every corner of the key box, frantically searching for the key.

There was nothing there.

Rast climbed back onto the top vine and felt around in the hole above.

It was empty.

Rast’s ears twitched violently.

The legends talked of a tree on Alder that could sprout metal. Seven keys had been forged from the metal of the tree, and the seven entities of Foo were each given one—the sycophants, the lithens, the nit elders, the Want, the Sochemists, the Eggmen, and the Waves. Each key kept a secret that, if unlocked, would unleash opposition to the fate of Foo. And it was said that all the keys together could open the soil and release a being powerful enough to destroy Foo. As long as those who held the keys sought for good, Foo would survive. When the inhabitants of Foo stopped caring for what was true, the keys would work to end all dreams and all of mankind, restoring the power to the soil that all creatures and beings had once come from.

And the sycophant key was missing.

Rast shook. The box slipped off the vines and fell down, eventually crashing against the metal objects on the floor below.

Small dust mites in the air cried and sniffled.

Rast could feel something coming on, but he couldn’t stop it. His whole being trembled, and then there was a soft pop. The passion of the moment was so horrific that it had created a Lore Coil. Rast’s heart sank even further. In a short time, those listening in any part of Foo would know that the key was missing.

Frazzled, Rast lost his balance and slipped down, bouncing off of four vines before he was able to right himself. His heart was beating faster than it had ever thumped. If someone really had unlocked the secret, the life of every sycophant was in jeopardy.

Rast was sweating, and his wet hands and feet slipped on the vines. This time he could not stop himself from falling. He tried to reach for anything to stop his fall, but his tiny, wet hands couldn’t get a grip.

He landed with a metallic thud against the ground. Rast had the presence of mind to close his eyes so as to not be distracted. He scrambled over the metal objects and worked himself down the tight stone stairs.

Rast stumbled into the cavern where the single torch was burning. He blinked anxiously and looked at the fire. The flame seemed nervous.

Rast stood. “Who was here?”

The fire fizzled.

“Who put out the other torch?” Rast demanded.

The fire whimpered.

“No one knows of this place aside from me,” Rast moaned. “There can’t be . . .”

Rast stopped himself. His heart sank to his toes and then raced up his stomach and into his neck. He shook until the fire became concerned and dimmed.

“Someone was here,” he said firmly.

The torch made no objections.

“You didn’t stop her?” Rast questioned, remembering the only other person he had ever brought here.

The fire couldn’t take it—it extinguished itself in one desperate yet soft puff of smoke.

Rast was gone from the room before the last bit of firelight had faded. He had a key to find.
  

Chapter Sixteen

Uncertainty
 

Leven was confused—deeply and utterly confused. He had no idea what day it was or what time it was. Day or night? Who knew?

Not Leven.

He was unsure of where he was, who he was, and what he was supposed to be doing. He couldn’t remember if he had eaten lately, or when he had last slept. He couldn’t remember if he had family or friends or any purpose in life. The only thing he knew for sure was that his legs were about to fall off from pain and that he was hiking up a never-ending stairwell with some small creature who insisted his name was Steven.

“Steven?”

“Yes,” Clover answered happily.

“That doesn’t sound right,” Leven said, breathing hard and brushing his hair back.

“It should,” Clover insisted. “You named me.”

“Steven?”

Clover nodded and jumped down onto Leven’s left arm.

“And we’re climbing these stairs because . . . ?”

“We are trying to get to the Want fast.”

“Because . . . ?”

“He’s all-powerful and Geth thinks he can help you save Foo.”

“Foo?”

“That’s where we are,” Clover explained. “Foo. The space between the possible and the impossible.”

“And I live here?”

Clover tsked. “I shouldn’t have let you drink that whole thing of water.”

Leven ran his fingers through his dark hair. His brown eyes burned gold around the edges as he looked up at the endless amount of stairs. Glancing down was even more astounding.

“Who built these stairs?” Leven asked.

“Not sure,” Clover said. “Probably some rants.”

“Which are . . . ?”

“Unstable beings who are constantly caught in dreams from Reality.”

“Who lights the torches?”

“They stay lit,” Clover said. “No reason for them to go out.”

Leven stopped climbing and collapsed onto one of the stairs. “I can’t go any higher,” he announced.

“Of course you can.”

“No way, Steven,” Leven said.

Clover smiled.

“That just doesn’t sound right,” Leven repeated, confused. “Are you sure your name isn’t Clark, or Calvin, or Kaiser?”

“Nope,” Clover insisted. “I’m all Steven, Ted.”

“And you’re positive my name is Ted?”

“That’s what you told me,” Clover said. “So, unless you’re
 lying . . .”

“I don’t feel like a Ted.”

“I could rename you if you’d like,” Clover offered.

“That’s all right,” Leven said. “Ted?”

“Ted.”

“How did I forget all this?”

“You drank some water from the Veil Sea,” Clover answered. “For the record, I tried to stop you.”

“So I’m Ted, you’re Steven, and we’re climbing these billions of stairs to see a guy called Want?”

“Right.”

“Because a guy named Geth and a girl named Winter said so?” Leven asked.

“Now you’re getting it right.”

The effect of the water was beginning to fade. Leven could see real memories washing in and out of his mind.

“And you’re in charge?” Leven asked.

“Only because you all begged me to be.”

More bits of Leven’s brain began to clear.

“We begged you?”

“It was actually a little embarrassing,” Clover said.

“I’m sure it was, Steven.”

Leven’s brain cleared further. He could see Foo and Reality in his mind. He could see Winter’s face and Geth as a restored lithen. He could see Clover handing him the water and promising him it was safe to drink.

It was all coming back to him. Leven looked up at the stairs and moaned. He took a deep breath, pushed himself up, and began climbing again.

“You know, I’m glad I named you Steven,” Leven said, breathing hard. “I would hate for you to have one of those girl names like, um, Clover.”

“Clover’s not a girl’s name,” Clover insisted. “It’s a perfectly masculine name.”

“Sort of like Daisy?”

“No, not like Daisy,” Clover argued.

“I suppose it doesn’t matter anyway, seeing as how you have a solid name like Steven.”

“Still,” Clover said, hurt. “You don’t know if my middle name might be Clover, or maybe I have a brother named that.”

“Do you?” Leven asked.

“No.”

“Well, that’s lucky for your brother,” Leven teased, his head almost fully cleared.

“You should be going faster,” Clover said sourly.

“All right, Clover,” Leven smiled.

“Hey . . . how did . . . the water’s worn off?” Clover asked sheepishly.

“Yes,” Leven answered. “Steven?”

“I was just trying it out.”

“And Ted?”

“I thought you’d like it.”

Leven laughed. “About as much as I like these stairs.”

Leven grabbed the rail and pulled himself up as he climbed. You could almost hear his leg muscles screaming in pain.

“I’d give anything just to be able to see the top,” Leven said. “Just to know there’s an end.”

“I might have a telescope,” Clover said, reaching into his void.

After a couple of seconds of rummaging he pulled out a wooden telescope. Leven extended it and put it to his right eye.

“I’m not sure,” Leven breathed, “but I think I can see where it stops.”

“How far up?” Clover asked.

“Too far.”

Leven lowered the telescope from his eye and handed it back to Clover. Leven had a black ring around the eye he had looked with.

“Whoa, I forgot that I . . .” Clover started to say.

“What?”

“I was going to play a joke on an old classmate, Stream.”

“What are you taking about?” Leven asked.

“Nothing,” Clover said, slipping the telescope back into his void.

He brought out a small piece of cloth. “Here—you’ve got a little something around your eye.”

Leven wiped his eye and looked with disgust at the black smudge on the cloth. Glaring at Clover, he asked, “Do you have anything in there that could actually help us?”

“Are you hungry?”

“I’m not talking about food,” Leven clarified. “I mean, like a grappling hook that will pull us up, or some sort of elevator stick.”

“Elevator stick?” Clover laughed. “No, but I have these.”

Clover pulled out a large cloth bag with words embroidered on the front of it. The stitching read: “Corn-o-copious, with the patented Eternal-Kernel.”

“No food,” Leven insisted. “I’m not eating anything you pull out of there.”

“It’s not to eat,” Clover said. “I think it might . . . well, I’ll just try it.”

“Hold on!” Leven said sharply. “Only try things that will help us.”

“This couldn’t hurt.” Clover shrugged and opened the bag of mangled-looking corn. He turned it upside down and let it all dump out. After a long, silent pause Leven could faintly hear the sound of something raining down on the floor far beneath them.

“We’re saved,” Leven said sarcastically.

“Hold on, Ted,” Clover insisted.

Before Leven could correct him, Clover grabbed a torch from the wall and heaved it out of its leather strap. Clover then pushed the torch and sent it sailing down the stairwell after the corn kernels. Both Leven and Clover watched as the fire seemed to fall forever before coming to rest on the ground miles down.

“Is that it?” Leven asked. “That’s supposed to help us?”

“That’s all I got,” Clover said. “I was hoping that—”

Pop.

“What was that?” Leven moaned.

Again, from way down below, a soft pop echoed.

“I was thinking—” Clover started to say.

Pop, pop, pop.

“So you thought you’d save us by making a batch of popcorn down at the bottom?” Leven asked.

“It’s not popcorn.”

Pop, pop, pop, pop.

Leven looked out over the rail.

Pop, pop. Pop, pop.

He could see something yellow building at the bottom. There were specks of red and green and purple mixed in with the yellow.

“I was thinking that if it popped high enough, we could let it push us up.”

Leven stared at Clover speechless.

“What?” Clover said defensively. “You’re the one who suggested an elevator stick.”

“Suggested,” Leven said.

Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!

Leven looked down. The popping was still far away, but something inside of him hinted that it might be best to run. “Let’s keep going,” Leven said urgently.

“It might work,” Clover pointed out. “It’s rising pretty quickly. It’s not like they’re normal kernels—they’re huge. Honestly, what harm can it do to wait?”

The growing popcorn reached the first torch. With a small whoosh the top kernels caught on fire and sparks shot up—all while the popping grew faster and more violent.

Whoosh. It had reached the second torch. Clover looked at Leven nervously. “Maybe we should keep going,” he agreed.

Leven took Clover’s small right hand and pulled him up onto his shoulder. He then began taking the steps as fast as he could.

The popping increased.

Whoosh.

Leven could feel the heat from the fires breaking out. It was almost as warm as the burning muscles in his legs. Something the size of a fuzzy beach ball blew past Leven and straight up the shaft.

“What was that?” Leven asked.

“A popped kernel,” Clover answered.

“It was huge,” Leven said, his lungs screeching at him as he took the stairs three at a time.

“I told you it wasn’t popcorn,” Clover shouted, the rat-a-tat of exploding kernels almost deafening now.

Whoosh!

Whoosh!

Whoosh!

Fires were bursting to life every couple of seconds. A huge red piece of exploded corn shot up beneath Leven and beaned him in the back of his head. He flew forward, collapsing on the stairs.

“Get up!” Clover yelled. “Get up!”

Leven stood and shook it off. He looked down at the flood of gigantic kernels rapidly filling up the stairwell. Each torch the exploded kernels reached started the top layer on fire and sped up the popping.

“We’ll never make it!” Leven yelled.

“Not with that attitude!” Clover yelled back. “Come on.”

The giant kernels were pelting Leven from all directions. One scratched across his face, while two more hammered his shoulders and back. They were light, but the force of the impact and the sharp edges of the kernels were enough to cause pain.

The popping corn sounded like a machine gun, while the fires reminded Leven of the sound of lit fuses. The exploded corn was now only fifty feet below Leven.

“Will it stop?” he shouted.

“Not in the next couple of hours,” Clover screamed back.

Leven willed his legs to climb. He begged his thighs to forget the pain and keep moving. He took the stairs four at a time as his world seemed to pop around him.

“I can’t do it,” Leven despaired.

“Well,” Clover consoled, “at least it will be a nice-smelling death.”

The scent of warm corn was almost as strong as the heat that was creeping up around Leven’s legs and twisting around his body. A huge exploded kernel hit him in the face.

“There’s the ceiling!” Clover screamed.

“And a door,” Leven added.

The corn was up to Leven’s feet. The far side of the exploded corn was on fire, shooting sparks into Leven’s face and hair. The door was only about twenty more feet up. It became harder and harder for Leven to pull his legs up out of the corn and onto a higher stair.

Clover jumped down and started to push Leven’s feet up as he moved. The door was close now, but so was the corn as it swelled up around Leven’s waist. Fire was streaking up and through the loose kernels. No fire was directly touching Leven yet, but the kernels were so hot they singed his skin and clothes.

“Come on,” Clover hollered, now standing above Leven and pulling him forward. “Come on.”

The corn was around Leven’s neck as he reached the door.

It was locked.

“Please,” Leven begged the door, yanking on the wooden handle. “Open up!”

Popped corn piled up over Leven’s head now, reaching the ceiling. The increasing pressure snuffed out the fires but squeezed Leven’s body like a clamp. Down below, the wooden stairways began to crackle and shatter as the pressure of the exploding corn became even greater.

“Open up!” Clover screamed. “Open up!”

The door handle was too stubborn. The door itself seemed willing, but the knob wouldn’t budge. The corn pushed Leven up against the door so tightly that he couldn’t move.

“Open up!”

Clover was crammed between Leven’s left arm and the door. He arched his back and pounded against the door with his tiny fists.

“The knob won’t relax,” Leven screamed, huge kernels of scalding corn burning welts into his arms.

The door began to rattle as if battling against its own knob.

“I can’t breathe,” Leven said, coughing. “I’m not . . .”

Before Leven could finish his sentence, the door, no longer willing to wait around for its stubborn knob, cracked its own hinges and shot out the pegs. It burst open from the hinge side, and Leven blew out of the stairwell and into a nicely furnished foyer. Exploded kernels washed over him and began to fill the space he was now in.

Leven jumped to his feet looking for Clover as wave after wave of hot corn rushed past him. The corn was moving all the objects in the room, washing them away like foam.

“Clover! Clover!” Leven yelled.

“Ted.”

Even in the heat of the moment Leven took the time to remind Clover how wrong that name was for him.

“Sorry,” Clover said, bounding up onto Leven.

“Let’s get out of here.”

Leven ran through the river of corn to a wide door with a green wooden handle. The door opened instantly and Leven stepped out. He had no idea where he was or which direction to run.

“Any suggestions?” Leven asked, the sound of flowing corn scraping up against everything.

The room looked different from every direction. Walls were shifting and the scenery was changing as if it were fluid.

“What is this place?” Leven said, confused.

“I have no idea,” Clover said. “I don’t think many sycophants have ever been here before.”

“I dare say you’re right about that,” a male voice said with conviction. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t care for your sort.”

“Excuse me,” both Leven and Clover said in unison, turning to face the direction of the voice.

The walls shifted again.

“You’re excused,” the man replied. “Fine breed, the sycophants, but I’ve just never cared for them hanging around—invisible one second, solid the next, always sneaking.”

“I’m not—” Clover started to say.

“And you are . . . ?” Leven asked boldly, quieting Clover.

The person speaking was sitting in a red leather chair, facing away from Leven. The chair swiveled, showing a man. His robe was dark with orange at every edge. The orange color increased and decreased as he breathed. Leven couldn’t see the top of his face because he had an odd-shaped hood hanging down over it, hiding everything but his twisted red beard. There was a strong light around the man, giving him a faint green aura. White strands of robe orbited and circled him like stringy hula hoops. It took Leven a moment to realize that the white strands were actually light.

The man stood slowly. He was about six feet tall, with wide shoulders, and he held a red kilve in his right hand.

“Who am I?” he asked. “Well, I’ve had other names, but now they call me the Want.”

Clover gasped loudly enough for both him and Leven.

“The Want?” Leven whispered, knowing it was true.

“Yes,” he said. “And you must be the much-anticipated Leven Thumps.”

Leven was silent as a strange, numbing feeling overcame him.

“The day has crept up on us,” the Want continued. “How fortunate I am to have been standing here to witness your triumphant entry.”

Leven stood still as gigantic pieces of exploded corn continued to flow into the changing room.

“And look what you brought with you,” the Want said, referring to the giant popped corn. “How thoughtful. But I’m afraid we haven’t space for it all, so it must cease.”

The Want stretched out his hands, with the kilve in his right. He moved both his arms back and forth in one smooth movement. Instantly the large, exploded corn reverted back to tiny kernels, which rained down upon the wood floor like spilt rice.

Leven looked behind him. Back in the adjoining room the door was lying on the floor where it had fallen, and all the popcorn had disappeared. The door stood up and worked its way over to where it had ripped itself off.

“So,” the Want said, walking closer, his kilve knocking against the ground as he advanced. “Here stands Leven Thumps.”

[image: ]

The Want stepped up to Leven, his face still hidden by his hood.

Leven stood tall.

The Want breathed out, his lungs emitting the sound of glass underfoot. A fine powder escaped his lips and circled Leven’s head.

“I’ve waited for this day forever,” the Want said, breathing in and taking back his previous breath. “Are you afraid, Leven Thumps?”

Leven pushed his hair out of his eyes and squared his shoulders.

“Come now, you can be honest with me,” the Want insisted. “Are you frightened?”

“A little.”

“Good,” the Want said, laughing just a bit. He jumped on one foot and then the other. “Very, very good. Your fear makes it clear that we’ve some wisdom to work with. Come. Come with me.”

“Where?” Leven asked.

“Questions already?” the Want sighed. “I don’t care for questions. Besides, does it matter, Leven? Didn’t Geth tell you to find me?”

Leven nodded. “He did.”

“And aren’t you the least bit curious what lies ahead?”

“Of course,” Leven answered.

“Well, how can you discover what lies ahead by simply standing still?”

“I don’t—”

“It might be best if you don’t do too much talking,” the Want interrupted. “I wish to remain impressed with you for as long as possible.”

Leven was insulted but silent.

“Follow me.”

Despite his better judgment, Leven obeyed.

The Want moved quickly through a shifting door, then stopped and looked at Leven with his hooded eyes. “I have not left Lith in many years,” he whispered nervously. “Of course, you know this. You must feel different just being here with me.”

“I do,” Leven said with relief. “What is that feeling?”

“One of many you will be experiencing,” the Want said. “My every move affects the mood of Foo. I walk in patterns to avoid and influence certain aspects, and you must know that my head is not always mine.”

A feeling of desperation flooded over Leven.

“Good, you are feeling a loss,” the Want smiled. “You are in tune. My home here shifts like my mind. It is not a comfortable way to live. At the moment my mind is mine, and I am telling you to step where I step and follow where I lead. At the end of our evening, our trail will play a significant role in the future of Foo.”

“Our trail?”

“There is a pattern and consequence to everything,” the Want said. “Now quit stalling.”

The Want began walking quickly again. In a few seconds he was a full twenty paces ahead of Leven. Clover took the distance as a safe opportunity to speak his mind.

“If I’m being completely honest,” Clover whispered, “I’m not quite as impressed as I thought I’d be.”

“Me neither,” Leven whispered back.

“Do you two think a being who sees every dream that Reality produces can’t hear the silly whispers of a sycophant and an offing twenty feet behind him?” the Want asked as he moved in front of them.

Leven felt sick.

“Sorry, your highness,” Clover apologized.

“Sycophants,” the Want tsked. “It’s a pity fate favors you so. To think, the whole of Foo is contingent upon creatures as easily distracted as you.”

“I couldn’t have made it here without him,” Leven pointed out, coming to the defense of his friend.

“Of course not,” the Want snipped. “And again, I was more impressed with you before I knew that. Silence is golden.”

The Want stopped and wobbled for a second. The light around him grew brighter and receded. The circling bands emitted flashes of color. He turned and lifted his arms up. After a few moments he lowered his arms and turned to face Leven, his eyes still hidden.

“Follow me, and hurry,” he added. “The world is changing as we speak.”

Leven and Clover followed without saying a word.
  

Chapter Seventeen

Gathered for a Cause
 

Pain is not something most people seek out. Very few people in the world collect memories or mementos of things that sting. Photo albums usually are filled with pictures of birthdays and dances, camping trips and celebrations. Occasionally you’ll find a few snapshots of someone’s first car accident or operation, but for the most part the pictures we choose to look at depict pleasure, not pain.

Likewise, no right-minded person wakes up in the morning and hopes to have a bowling ball dropped on his head or to get his foot run over by a car filled with heavy bricks. People dislike pain on all levels. Even a little pain is bothersome. Nobody wants to wear shoes that pinch or shirts that itch or pants that bind.

Worse than pain, however, is hurt.

While pain usually bites and fades, hurt can hang around forever. Like the hurt you feel when someone points out to everyone else how poorly you do something. Or the hurt you feel when your first crush crushes you and decides to hold hands and make eyes at someone else in public. Or the hurt you feel when you find a note in your lunch box that says, “The entire population has voted, and you are definitely not it.”

Janet knew hurt.

Her childhood had taught her to be selfish and unkind. Her parents had ignored her, compensating for their lack of interest by giving her things. Sadly, Janet had never learned to use what she had been given for good. Instead, she used possessions to pad her life and make herself as comfortable and untouchable as possible. She had lost every friend who had ever come near just by being rotten, self-absorbed, and isolated. She refused to let people into her life unless it was clear they would never cause her pain. And of course, as everyone knows, there is no relationship in life that comes with the promise of zero pain.

When her parents passed away, Janet lost everyone in the world who remotely cared for her. Then she met Wally. Wally was tall, dark, and miserable. He complained about everything, and Janet sort of liked that. But soon after they married, Wally discovered that Janet was far more sour than she had initially let on. Wally left her shortly before their first child was born.

Janet knew hurt.

She buried her feelings and became more miserable, distrusting, and awful than she had ever been before. She cursed her parents. She cursed Wally. And she cursed the child who had come into her life at such an awful moment.

Winter.

Now, however, Janet’s whispy heart hurt for all new, less selfish reasons. Each step she took, she could do little but think of how she had blown her shot at Reality. She cried over the things she had done to Winter. She had been given a body with a beating heart, and she had stifled every chance for her life to be positively textured and rewarding. She kept thinking about the boulder she had talked to and wondering why she had never reached for anything better.

“What have I done?” Janet whispered to herself as she walked.

“Excuse me?” Osck said, stepping up beside her.

Osck’s arms and torso were on fire at the moment, but his legs were the reflection of trees and Janet. As he spoke, Janet could see his hornlike ears turn bright orange. At first, as the leader of the group of echoes Janet had ended up with, he had hardly acknowledged her. But as they had traveled, Osck had begun to enjoy her strange, fat form as a reflection on him.

“It’s nothing,” Janet said hopelessly.

“What have you done?” Osck asked sincerely, his voice the sound of new flame. “Your voice reverberates sadly.”

Despite the fact that half of him was on fire, Janet wanted to reach out and touch Osck. She desperately needed to feel that there was something solid and real in her life. She couldn’t even feel her own face or lie down and touch the soil beneath her.

“I have to say,” Osck spoke. “You interest me.”

“Shut up,” Janet said instinctually.

Osck’s eyes burned with curiosity. “I like the way you look,” he crackled.

“Excuse me?” Janet said sarcastically.

“Your reflection,” Osck said. “It’s long both ways. Like the biggest sun when it’s hanging in the middle air.”

Janet stared at Osck. She wanted to feel insulted, but that impulse was fleeting. Instead, something inside of her wiggled like a worm fighting to free itself from a rusty hook. She felt her stomach, but her hands went right through her. The wriggling in her stomach dropped to her toes and bounced back up into her chest.

The sensation was baffling to her.

It was even more confusing when she witnessed the result of it reflecting in Osck’s face.

Janet was smiling.

“Are you okay?” Osck asked, staring at her face as if she were a leper with a bad cold.

“I’m not sure,” Janet answered honestly, the smile fading like wet paper.

“Reality will make you whole,” Osck said with confidence. “We’ll win the war and bridge the madness.”

“Madness?”

“Foo,” Osck said. “This world’s not complete. Look how it holds us in.”

Osck motioned to the Hard Border that had towered over them the entire trek, blocking any sun and elements from that direction.

“Reality has borders too,” Janet said.

“Not true,” Osck insisted. “It’s endless, like the suns.”

“You wouldn’t exist in Reality,” Janet pointed out. “You’d be nothing but a passing reflection.”

“Perhaps,” Osck said. “But our birth here assures our existence there.”

“Who says?” Janet argued.

“Those who read the Lore Coils,” Osck answered. “The rants will bridge the madness and make the impossible a reality.”

“Knowing Reality, it seems more likely that people will douse you with water and send you back to the dreamers who dreamed you up.”

Osck stared at Janet. His torso cooled while his heart burned bright. “I like the way you look.”

Janet smiled a second time.

“Your face changes when you do that,” Osck said.

“Sorry.”

“It’s not awful,” Osck assured her. “Only odd.”

Janet was quiet as they moved between trees on the edge of the Swollen Forest. Tea birds dipped in and out of the upper branches of fantrum trees, singing to each other. A couple of mischievous, three-armed tharms swung from high branches chasing one another.

“How will you win the war?” Janet asked, sounding as if she actually understood what she was asking.

Osck looked around nervously. “The rants have metal.”

“And?”

“Those who oppose us have none,” Osck said. “As they adhere to their outdated laws, we will put an end to their bondage of living within these borders and bridge Reality.”

“How?”

“You speak plainly,” Osck observed.

“That doesn’t change my question,” Janet insisted. “How?”

“There is a gateway.”

“Where?”

“The information is being purchased.”

“And you and your group are going to beat people up with metal and then go through a gateway?”

“Yes,” Osck answered reverently.

“I think you’re overestimating your strength,” Janet said critically.

The trees thinned just a bit, opening into a wide field where perfectly round stones littered the landscape.

“We’re almost there,” Osck said cautiously.

“Almost where?” Janet asked. “And what’s that sound?”

Osck was quiet, marching ahead of Janet and signaling the other echoes to follow. They wove through the round stones to a spot where the stones rose to make a wall. Janet could still hear what sounded like the rushing of water.

The echoes pushed through a tight opening in the wall and moved onto a wide ledge that looked over the lush green Rove Valley.

Janet was amazed.

Hundreds of thousands of beings covered the entire landscape. As far as she could see, the valley was filled with creatures of all varieties. There were large groups of echoes and various animals, but the overwhelming majority were groups of dark-robed rants. Every couple of hundred feet, large orange flags with dark, moving symbols had been placed. Beneath each flag was a long, black tent with creatures pouring in and out of it. Thin, ratty braids of smoke rose to the sky from a hundred different fires.

Osck moved back so as to better wear Janet’s reflection.

“There’re so many,” Janet said.

“And we are still gathering.”

“I don’t think Reality is going to let you just walk in.”

“They won’t have a choice,” Osck said solemnly. “How do you stop the flood?”

“This is impossible.”

Osck stared at Janet intently.

“You’re interesting,” he finally said, his heart burning brighter.

“I mean it,” Janet insisted.

“So do I,” Osck said.

Janet followed Osck down a slight hill and into a long set of switchbacks. They walked fast, and in less than an hour they had reached the valley floor and were numbered among the gathered throng. The sound of laughter and bragging could be heard from every corner. Some were arguing over where they were camped or how much food they had. Others were complaining about the wait.

“We should attack now.”

“How much longer can we sit?”

Janet stayed silent. Her heart was filled with fear. She had to keep reminding herself that nobody could harm her. She was nothing, and because of that she was safe. It was what she had always wanted, but now that she had it she was very much aware of how unfulfilling it was.

“Come,” Osck commanded his group. “There are other echoes at the far end and over.”

Janet followed. “Who’s in charge of this crowd?” she asked.

Osck stopped walking to stare at her again. His ears and fingers burned while his long hair snapped and sparked in the light wind. “We are led by those who once trusted fate,” he said.

“Like a general?” Janet asked. “Or a commander?”

“Don’t worry,” was all Osck said. “Soon you will be real.”

“I was already real once,” Janet said sadly. “I don’t know that I can face myself again.”

“You must have family,” Osck said innocently.

“A daughter,” Janet cried, a wave of intense hurt rushing over her as she said it. “I don’t know that I can ever face her either.”

“You speak plainly,” Osck replied.

“That doesn’t change my situation,” Janet said.

“Then perhaps you should stop and listen,” Osck instructed her. “There’s nothing more powerful than a well-placed word. I’ll try to speak a few before the day is out, if it will help you.”

Janet opened her mouth to say something, but she could see her reflection in the forehead of Osck. Her mouth was wide, as if she were going to throw out more words that ultimately meant nothing. Her eyes looked sad, and her face was far bigger than she remembered the mirrors of her home ever admitting.

A group of palehi ran in front of Janet and the echoes. They were running with purpose and direction, their pale faces a stark contrast to the black robes of all the rants. Osck looked at them with respect. A massive troop of black skeletons from the Cinder Depression rode behind them on huge dirt avalands.

“This war is bringing out the conviction of all beings,” he said.

Janet felt hopeless, hurt, and buried in her lack of convictions and her insurmountable ability to do nothing.
  

Chapter Eighteen

Nothing Left, Nothing Right
 

Azure paced around the room like a caged traitor, his hands knotted behind his back and his head forward as if pushing against the wind. Every couple of seconds he would look anxiously toward the door. Azure scratched at his bleeding, infected ear and wiped the thick blue blood on his robe. There was dried blood caked in his beard. He looked at Winter and Geth, who were fastened to the wall with wide roven talons stapling their wrists and ankles. Azure sneered, sniffing in, his eyes looking like those of a horse who had just smelled smoke.

Winter sneered back.

“Did Reality teach you that?” he snipped. “You mutt.”

“Who are you to give lessons on etiquette?” Winter retorted. “I see nothing but sickness in you.”

“Watch yourself, child,” Azure warned.

“I’m not a child, and you know that,” Winter insisted, her chin sticking out.

“You are what we deem you to be.”

“Your word has no power,” Geth spoke up. “Reality has made Winter wise.”

Azure spun, took two steps across the room, raised his kilve, and hit Geth on the side of his head. Geth worked his jaw and blew back his hair from his eyes.

“I wonder if your actions would be so bold if my hands were free,” Geth said.

“Wonder all you want,” Azure said. “You will discover shortly that my word has the power to save or end your life.”

“If that’s so, you’ll simply be assisting fate,” Geth said strongly.

Azure’s blue eyes burned. He spat on the floor, cursing fate.

“The balance of power has shifted,” Azure said. “Fate’s dancing on the end of strings these days.”

“What are we here for, anyway?” Winter asked, trying to take the attention away from Geth. “What are we waiting for?”

Azure looked around and grabbed at his ear again. The room was large, with slick, green, stone walls and one massive wooden door on the up side. At the over end of the room there was a huge fireplace with no fire burning in it; soot rats were playing in the cold ashes.

In the center of the room sat a large square table with three chairs on each side of it. The chairs were covered in black roven pelts, and the room was lit with torches that were pinched against the stone walls with roven talons similar to the ones binding Geth and Winter.
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A few of the empty chairs in the room were growing impatient. They had gotten into formation, yet still nobody was sitting in them. They anxiously tittered and chirped against the wood floor.

“Well?” Winter demanded. “What are we here for?”

Azure didn’t answer. Instead, he moved to the door and it opened wide. He stepped out and the door shut behind him.

“Where are we?” Winter asked Geth, trying to work her wrists out of the talons that held her still.

“We are in the council room on the eleventh stone,” Geth said, working his wrists as well.

“The council room?”

“For the Council of Wonder,” Geth explained. “The first chair over there belongs to me. Of course, I haven’t sat in it for years.”

Geth’s chair rocked back and forth, mad that it was still empty.

“Do you think the Want will be here?” Winter asked.

“I hope so,” Geth said. “He doesn’t sit on the council, but we continually report to him.”

“And he’s on our side?” Winter asked skeptically.

“Azure’s turn to selfishness concerns me,” Geth whispered. “I hope the Want still follows fate.”

Winter pulled at the talons and looked toward the door. “I keep thinking that any moment Leven will walk in,” she said wishfully, “with Clover on his shoulder and the Want beside him, telling us that this is all a mistake.”

“I feel the same way,” Geth admitted.

The door did open, but it wasn’t Leven who stepped in.

It was Azure, accompanied by a short man wearing a red sash over his right shoulder. The man carried a brown kilve and had two long, black braids that reached almost to his waist. His face was pale with a dark mustache, the ends of which were woven into the braids. He wore felt trousers and pointed shoes that closed with large wooden buckles.

“Knoll?” Geth said happily.

Knoll refused to look at Geth. He moved to his chair and took a seat.

“Knoll,” Geth tried. “It’s me, Geth.”

Knoll sniffed and pulled out a small round stone from his sash. He rubbed the top of the stone with his thumb. The stone displayed a series of numbers and then went blank. Knoll casually tugged on his braids and dusted off his sleeves as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

He looked at Azure.

“Will there be others coming?” Azure asked.

Knoll smiled. “No.”

“Excellent,” Azure breathed out.

Azure took a seat in his chair. The rest of the seats showed their discontent by scooting themselves all the way in to the table.

“Can we do this quickly?” Knoll said. “Things are changing rapidly.”

“Of course,” Azure said. “We are here to cleanse a matter that has been left to rot far too long. Before we go on, however, it should be noted who still sits around the table. It seems that there are quite a few council members missing.”

Azure looked down at a thin piece of parchment paper. “Zale?” he called out. Azure looked around at the empty chairs, his gaze coming to rest on Knoll.

“He’s dead,” Knoll reported, turning his gaze to Geth.

Geth’s shoulders became taut.

“Tith?” Azure called.

“Buried and believed dead,” Knoll said.

Azure continued to read names, and after each name, Knoll would say with calculated composure, “Buried and believed dead.”

Each time Knoll spoke, Geth’s soul burned. These were the names of his family and of fellow lithens. These were the names of those who had stood true and now had paid a price for it. Geth fought the feelings inside himself, knowing that he could not begin to doubt fate now.

“How can this be?” Geth spoke up. “How could so many of the council be fooled?”

“Quiet,” Azure seethed. “Knoll?”

“I’m seated and steady,” Knoll reported.

“Well,” Azure said to Knoll, “it looks as if it is only you and I. The Council of Wonder is at its end.”

“I’m here,” Geth spoke up. “And surely time has not let you forget that I lead this council.”

“I think you are confused,” Azure said. “You gave up your spot years ago.”

“I gave up nothing.”

“Oh, I think you’re wrong,” Knoll growled. “You left us, and now our only future depends on securing a place for all of us in Reality.”

“What has happened?” Geth asked sincerely. “These thoughts are poison. How could you have let this occur? You’re a lithen—sworn to fight for the true Foo.”

“True Foo,” Knoll scoffed. “You and Antsel disappeared, and the real power of Foo shifted from these thirteen dead stones to Morfit.”

“Morfit?” Geth argued. “It is nothing but a monument to misdeed and corruption.”

“Had you been here, you would understand,” Azure waved, as if Geth’s concerns were childish. “We were wrong, Geth. We were selfish and misguided trying to keep Foo from Reality.”

“I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” Geth said sadly. “What of the plan?”

“What of Leven?” Winter jumped in.

Azure tugged on the sleeves of his robe and breathed in slowly.

“Plans change,” he said coolly. “It seems as if perhaps fate was working with us when the Want sent you off. You might have been impossible to persuade.”

“Impossible is not a word,” Geth said.

“How wrong you are,” Azure replied. “Of course, once Foo and Reality are one, impossible truly won’t be a word. See how it works, Geth? We will offer what we have to everyone, and in turn we will have more power and possibility than we ever dreamed of.”

“Don’t speak of dreams in your deception,” Geth commanded. “What you speak of will bring about the desolation of all dreams.”

“Lithen rhetoric,” Knoll spat.

“Fate will fight you at every turn,” Geth said. “And I will give my life before I allow you to carry this out.”

“Interesting you should say that,” Azure sniffed, his ear dripping blood down his neck. “That brings us nicely to the business at hand. It seems as if you have a debt to repay.”

“What are you talking about?” Geth questioned.

“Your brother’s death occurred as a result of your carelessness.”

“Zale’s death occurred at the hands of Sabine,” Geth insisted. “Had I not been in the form of a seed at the time, I might very well have prevented it.”

“Still,” Knoll said. “It seems suspicious and touched with confusion.”

“Antsel was there,” Geth argued.

“But, sadly, he’s not here to help clear it up,” Azure pointed out. “You also abandoned your stone to hide in Reality.”

“At the wish of the Want,” Geth said.

“The Sochemists say differently.”

“The Sochemists read the air,” Geth said with disgust. “They can’t clearly decipher the difference between a Lore Coil and a misdirected lob. The Want knows what happened.”

“The Want is barking mad,” Knoll shot out. “He sees the plan as a warped vision that only he can bring to pass.”

“My stone still stands,” Geth said harshly. “And Foo will be restored.”

“Foo unravels as we speak,” Azure said. “The armies await our command.”

“You can’t . . .” Winter tried to say.

“Silence!” Azure snapped. “We’ve no need to hear from you. Geth left his brother to die, abandoned his stone and his world, and then bathed in the flames of the turrets without consent.”

“There was consent given when I left,” Geth said, his blue eyes burning.

“So many years ago,” Knoll said. “Things have changed.”

“That’s perfectly clear,” Geth muttered in disgust.

“Here’s what’s clear,” Azure said slowly. “You’re a traitor of Foo who’s had his hand in killing and in preventing Foo from becoming what it’s destined to become.”

“Destiny,” Geth spat. “Here’s what’s clear. You have brought me to this room for no other reason than to taunt me with what has crumbled in my absence. It’s working. I feel a great sadness for the change you have helped bring about, but I feel an even greater peace knowing that in the end fate will have your heads.”

“Not before it has yours,” Azure instructed. “It is the decision of the council that you must die.”

“What council?” Geth asked. “I see no council. I see only two foolish beings who have traded all that is noble and worthwhile for the thin wish of having it all. Do what you want to me, but fate will run as strong and wide as it always has.”

“Kind of you to give us permission,” Azure smiled wickedly.

Azure knocked on the table twice. The door opened, and two large rants stepped in. They wore black robes and were currently sporting uneven left sides, which proved that dreams were still flowing into Foo. One of the rants stepped up to Geth and grabbed him by the right wrist. He snapped the talon out from the wall.

“No, no,” Azure said coldly. “Dispose of the girl first.”

“Don’t touch her!” Geth yelled.

“Oh, my dear Geth,” Azure cooed. “You’ve such a high opinion of where your words are welcome.”

Azure stood and walked over to Winter. He towered over her. Winter could see nothing but the insides of his nostrils and the dark band of blue his eyes created.

“Maybe Geth’s right,” Azure said. “Why start with just her when we can begin with the both of them? We had planned a special ending for you here, but perhaps there is someplace more fitting. What do you say, Knoll? Instead of disposing of them here, let’s send them to Lith?”

“Why would . . . oh,” Knoll said, wising up. “You have hit upon something. I believe a stay in Lith would provide a perfect ending.”

“The soil will welcome their dead souls.”

The second rant released Winter. He pulled her from the wall and hefted her up as easily as a fisherman might raise a large trout, holding her in the air and looking her over with his right eye. He lowered her and pulled both of her arms back behind her. He then bound her wrists tightly.

“The Want will stop you,” Geth said, calm once again.

“The Want will unwittingly kill you both,” Knoll laughed.

“Take them away,” Azure insisted. “Keep their hands bound at all times and give them no length of rope or fate to make an escape with.”

“Yes, my master,” the tallest rant said, bending to release Winter’s ankles.

Without warning Azure spun toward the rant and swung his kilve, knocking the rant on the side of the head. Azure looked at the cowering rant, his own ear still bleeding steadily.

“My is so singular,” Azure seethed.

“Yes, our master,” the rant corrected.

Geth’s countenance fell further.

Someone peeking through the cracks of the large door might have guessed that Geth’s state of mind was due to the fact that Winter and he were about to face death. Or perhaps they might have thought it was because Geth had no idea where Leven was and Foo was falling apart around him. They might even have thought that it was because every council member aside from Azure and Knoll was now either dead or buried or quite possibly both. And it is possible that someone looking in might have thought that Geth’s state of mind was brought on because, in the fourteen or so years that he had been in Reality, no one had done a single thing to update the look of the council room. All those assumptions might have been understandable, but they would have been inaccurate. Geth’s countenance had fallen because he was sickened by the evil change of his one-time friend.

The Azure that Geth had known all those years ago had been passionate and hotheaded, but dedicated to Antsel and willing to give his life for the preservation of dreams. The Azure that stood before Geth now was a traitor and a murderer, so self-absorbed and confused that he couldn’t see the catastrophic damage he was setting in motion.

“The Want won’t have it,” Geth said calmly.

“The Want won’t know!” Azure yelled. “We’ve already succeeded. We have the people’s hearts. We have the gifts, and soon the gloam will possess sufficient soil to reach the Thirteen Stones.”

“Gloam?’’ Winter asked, not recalling anything about it.

“The arm of soil that reaches out from below Cusp,” Azure said coldly. “It seeks to mesh with the soil of the stones. Once that happens, the Dearth will be freed and conquer Reality like a strong dream.”

“It’s a lie,” Geth said. “The Dearth cannot be freed. His soul belongs to the soil and is sealed by the keys.”

“Believe what you will,” Azure smiled. “Your thoughts are of no concern. The Dearth will rise, and destiny will be fulfilled.”

“Leven will stop you,” Winter said bravely.

“Leven?” Azure mocked. “He won’t stop us. In fact, he’ll be the key to make it all happen.”

Geth stared at Azure with complete disgust.

Two of the empty chairs walked off, angry at still not being sat on. Geth’s chair had been vacant for so many years it could no longer take it. It ran toward the fireplace and threw itself into the ashes, rubbing its legs together to create a spark.

A fire began to burn.

Freed from the wall, but bound at the wrists and ankles, Winter and Geth were dragged from the room as the soot rats caught fire and screamed in painful stereo.
  

Chapter Nineteen

Den of the Dead
 

The home of the Want made Leven tired and dizzy. There seemed to be no end to the amount of stairs there were to climb. And each time they entered a new room, the floor would shift and windows would open and close. Leven felt like he was in a dream where he knew he was somewhere, but it looked like someplace else. Regardless of how he felt, Leven kept following the Want, carefully stepping where he stepped.

Clover had disappeared and was staying silent.

Leven wanted to take a break and rest, but the Want moved with such purpose and speed that Leven felt compelled to keep up and keep quiet.

They moved into a large hall with ornate walls and an intricately carved ceiling. Painted on the ceiling were hundreds of trees. Three of the walls bore raised portraits of two siids; on the fourth wall there was just a single siid. The Want waved his hands over his head and the siid portraits recessed and became wide windows showing distant parts of Foo. The Want pointed at the windows and the glass became orange, burning like a sheet of fire and warming the room.

“What is this place?” Leven shouted, the Want still twenty feet in front of him.

“Just a room,” the Want answered.

Leven’s eyes burned gold. There was something the Want wasn’t telling him.

“Keep your secrets,” Leven said boldly. “But I’m not going any farther.”

Leven stopped.

His heart had been beating differently ever since he had stepped into the home of the Want. His fingers felt jittery and in need of something to grab onto. Leven couldn’t quite get his gift to work, though his feelings and perceptions were heightened. Clover’s silence hadn’t helped the situation. Leven’s thoughts seemed much more clear and worthwhile when he had Clover to bounce them off of.

“There’s something about this room,” Leven said, looking around. “There’s something here.”

The Want spun around and pointed at Leven. His arm trembled as his countenance glowed bright. Leven still couldn’t see the Want’s eyes, only his red beard.

Leven felt even stronger.

“There’s no time!” the Want repeated. “You grew too slowly. The wick is lit. Fate has taken the fire from Geth, and in doing so has put us behind. The opposition has time. When the last piece is placed, this picture will look wanting if you have not beaten their strongest opponent.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

The Want moved closer to Leven. Leven could see a haze coming from beneath the Want’s hood.

“I look at you and see failure,” the Want shook, his glassy breath burning Leven’s eyes. “I see the end of Foo and the destruction of all dreams. Now, follow me.”

“See what you want,” Leven declared. “I don’t know anything about this place where I now live. I meet creatures and beings my imagination previously couldn’t have thought up. I have followed Geth and fate as best I could. Now I’m here, and you talk like every second is a second closer to doom. I might not understand everything, but I know that there’s hope. I can feel your words trying to distract me from the fact that there is something here in this room.”

The Want smiled. It didn’t comfort Leven.

“Is your sycophant here?” the Want asked.

“I assume so,” Leven answered.

“Show yourself,” the Want commanded.

Clover materialized, sitting on the very top of Leven’s head.

“You once burned for Antsel,” the Want said coolly, strings of dreams twisting around him. “He was a valiant being.”

Clover shivered. Normally he loved any talk or mention of his first burn, but the way the Want was pushing words through his lips made him uneasy. The Want shook his fists in the air and turned to scream at nothing, his open rage and hidden eyes making him hard to look at. “I can hear you!”

Leven stepped back as the Want settled and then returned his attention to him.

“The dreams never end,” the Want explained. “Even in sleep I see every wish set free in Reality.”

“How’s that possible?” Leven asked.

“Such an uneducated question,” the Want sniveled. “How’s that possible? I suppose that unless something fits in your current understanding, it’s impossible?”

“Of course not,” Leven answered, pushing out his chest and willing his eyes to burn. “I’ve accepted tons of things I didn’t believe weeks ago.”

“Accepted?” the Want said sadly.

“What’s in here?” Leven asked, a feeling of sadness now enveloping him.

The Want waved his right hand and the light in the room shifted so that it now glowed from the floor instead of the ceiling. The new direction of the light completely changed the murals on the wall. Instead of seven siids, there were now Thirteen Stones and a ceiling of mist and water overhead.

“In here,” the Want motioned. “Of course, our pattern will be altered.”

The Want pushed through a round door and disappeared. Leven stepped through the door into a round room lined with a stone bench. In the center of the room, a large roven pelt lay on the floor next to a round rock basin.

The door closed behind Leven like an eyelid, cutting off all light. There was a popping noise, and a small fist of blue flame shot up out of the rock basin. It lit the room like a night-light, sending strings of white smoke up into the ceiling. The smoke circled the round room and created intricate patterns in the air.

“Sit,” the Want said.

Leven moved back and sat down on the stone bench against the round wall. He watched the flame, entranced by the motion of it.

“Do you dream, Leven?”

“I would think you would know the answer to that,” Leven replied smartly.

“Wise,” the Want sighed. “I have seen all your dreams. I have watched them change. As a child you dreamed of love—of being safe and strong. As you grew older, your dreams became much less impressive, so wrapped up in fears and worry. You dreamed more about fading away than about stepping forward.”

“They’re just dreams,” Leven said. “I knew nothing about Foo.”

“True,” the Want said. “But there were some of us who knew of you.”

“Why?” Leven asked.

“Speak of the dead,” the Want instructed. “Talk of those who have passed.”

“Excuse me?”

“What do you know of Antsel?”

Even though the room was warm, as the Want spoke his breath became frosty. It looked like he was breathing outside on a cold day. Bits of his breath drifted up into the smoke above.

“I know Clover loved him,” Leven answered, watching his own breath do the same thing. “He was important, and when I hear people say his name, they always do so with respect.”

Leven’s breath lifted into the smoke, but this time tiny bits of it began to drift back down and settle on the stone bench beside him.

Leven felt content but curious. “Should our breath be doing this?” he asked, scooting over just a bit.

“Antsel wasn’t a lithen,” the Want said, ignoring Leven’s question, “yet he sat on the Council of Wonder. He sacrificed everything for the sake of Foo, even down to his life. He wasn’t assigned to take Geth to Reality. But when Geth’s brother Zale died, Antsel stepped forward and without hesitation did as I asked.”

The Want’s breath was filling the room, lifting to the ceiling and then drifting down to settle by Leven.

“I did not want him to go,” the Want continued. “To me he was what was right with Foo. He saw the act of enhancing dreams as a sacred calling. He felt that Foo could change the course of everything by bettering the dreams of mankind.”

“And he had a beard,” Clover spoke up.

“And he had a beard,” the Want smiled. “When he and Geth left, so much changed. Sabine and his shadows seemed to have free reign and influence on too many. And as fate worked its course, all we could do was wait for you to grow up and come to Foo.”

“I can’t understand why,” Leven admitted.

“You will know shortly,” the Want said. “Antsel’s death will not be in vain.”

Leven looked down at the bits of smoky breath that were settling next to him. For the first time he could see some definition—two legs and a waist sitting there. They weren’t physical, but they were outlined in glowing sparks of breath and smoke. Leven could see boots on the feet and a leather belt wrapped around the torso that was growing taller as more smoke settled.

“I’ll say more,” the Want sighed. “Antsel cared for you, Leven. He never had a chance to even know you, but he cared for you. He insisted that there be someone to watch over you as you grew up, and he gave up his sycophant for your benefit.”

Clover materialized so that Leven could pet him. The Want glared at Clover, and he disappeared.

“He also was vital in placing Winter in Reality to help get you here. He and Amelia were crucial to creating the future you now move toward. Your mother’s death was a tragic addition to the puzzle.”

As the Want spoke, small bits of breath began to pile up beside the body that was almost fully formed. The body right next to Leven now had everything but a head.

“Your mother,” the Want lamented. “Had she lived, things might have gone better for you. As it stands, however, it was wise of Antsel and Amelia to be so concerned with the upbringing Winter and you would experience. Sometimes lithens and their perfect faith in fate can be a little callous. The council knew you would make it back. It was fate.

“It wasn’t until Geth was cursed and they saw the purpose of him being hidden from Sabine that they began to consider placing Winter and others to help you. I didn’t care; I just wanted you back when the time was right. Antsel, it seems, was wise in his persistence, because here you sit.”

Leven was too busy watching what was happening right next to him to pay full attention to the Want. The drifting pieces of smoke and breath had formed a complete man. He looked to be made of flickering dust mites, but he was as visible as a beam of light streaking though a dark room. Despite the delicate façade, Leven could see every detail and physical trait.

The man turned and smiled at Leven.

Leven sort of smiled back.

“Antsel,” the Want spoke. “This is Leven Thumps.”

Antsel stood and nodded as if in respect. “The privilege is mine,” he said.
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Leven couldn’t tell if he was going to throw up or pass out. Clover, on the other hand, knew exactly what to do. He materialized and hopped down from Leven’s shoulder to stand directly in front of Antsel. He was shaking.

“Clover,” Antsel smiled.

Clover jumped to him, but there was nothing to grab hold of. He flew into the back wall and slid down. Clover instantly bounced back up and gazed with admiration at his previous burn.

“You did so well,” Antsel said, looking at Clover. “I knew there was no one but you who could have taken care of the task.”

Leven had never seen Clover smile wider.

“It was no task,” Clover said. “It was my fate.”

“What a perfect sycophant,” Antsel smiled.

Leven glanced around, dumbfounded. “How is this possible?” he asked, looking at the Want.

The Want sighed. “There will come a day when you don’t ask such foolish questions. This room is for the dead. Speak of those who have passed on, and with enough kind words an essence of that being will assemble before your eyes.”

“Is it real?” Leven asked.

“It’s similar to a whisp,” the Want said. “The flame draws bits of the beings from where they are now. But when the fire is out, the essence drifts back to where it came from.”

“What do you mean ’where they are now’?” Leven asked. “Antsel’s dead.”

“As if death were the end,” the Want said. “It’s a border one crosses.”

“Let’s not talk of those things,” Antsel insisted. “My time here will be short and I want to know of the state of Foo.”

“Things are delayed for Leven to rest,” the Want sniffed.

“My legs are tired,” Leven said lamely.

“Let him breathe,” Antsel said to the Want. “Fate has provided this moment.”

Antsel looked away from the Want to focus on Leven. He stepped around Leven, looking him up and down.

“I can see your grandfather in you,” Antsel said kindly. “How fortunate I am to witness this day. What of Geth?”

“He’s here in Foo,” Leven answered. “Restored. We were separated after finding the secret.”

“The secret?” Antsel said, turning quickly to look at the Want.

“It’s been contained,” the Want waved.

“Which secret was it?” Antsel said, still panicked. “And the key, it must be accounted for.”

“The secret belonged to the sycophants,” the Want answered.

Although he was made of nothing but dust and breath, Antsel seemed to go pale. “Who unlocked it?”

Clover pointed at Leven.

Antsel looked at Leven and let his thoughts cool. His countenance dimmed.

“I told him not to,” Clover added.

“Fate must have something interesting in mind,” Antsel said. “Where did you unlock it?”

“In the Swollen Forest,” Leven answered.

“And the key?”

“I’m not sure,” Leven answered sadly.

“The key must be found. What do you make of this?” Antsel asked the Want.

“The sycophants are panicked,” the Want answered. “I’ve sent notice the secret is contained, but they still worry. All of Foo whispers and speculates, but our course of action goes on. The secret is contained, and for some reason Leven was born to know it while it was free.”

“You were whispered to?” Antsel asked.

“Yes,” Leven said. “In the city of Geth, a little less than a week ago.”

“Certainly the Dearth has a hand in this,” Antsel said to the Want.

The Want shook madly. Antsel motioned for him to calm himself.

“I cannot calculate what this means,” Antsel said thoughtfully. “I suppose it’s not mine to figure out.”

Leven’s eyes dimmed like dying coals.

“Pay my words of worry no mind. How lucky you are to be in the thick of it,” Antsel said wisely. “So many times we gathered and spoke of you.”

“Why?” Leven asked.

“The Want will make that clear,” Antsel answered. “Listen to him. His words will lead to actions that will change the world. And he will speak to nobody but you.”

Leven tried to digest what was being said. The message felt heavy but hopeful, coming from Antsel. He wanted to tell Antsel how uneasy the Want made him and how he was worried about Geth and Winter, but Antsel’s tone of voice made Leven’s mind move slowly and with comfortable caution.

Clover jumped back onto Leven’s shoulder so as to be eye to eye with Antsel.

“You’ll stay with him,” Antsel said kindly.

“Of course,” Clover answered, as if there were no other reply.

“You are not the beginning of this,” Antsel counseled Leven. “But you hold the answers to the end.”

Leven had been so caught up in the form of Antsel that he had paid no mind to a second figure who had settled next to Antsel. The figure was now all there, minus a nose and eyes and forehead.

Antsel turned.

More smoke settled, and there sat a beautiful woman. She smiled and looked at Leven. Her hair was long and flowed like a million falling stars. She looked young, but a few years older than Leven. Bits of her were missing, making her look like a negative that wasn’t quite in focus.

“Leven?” she asked with surprise. “It can’t be.”

She reached out and tried to touch Leven under his chin. Her empty touch held a surprising amount of warmth. She was beautiful and seemed so young. Leven’s heart pounded.

“Someone spoke of me,” she said happily.

She moved to stand, and the fire died. In an instant she and Antsel drifted up and away into the darkness.

“Who was that?” Leven asked, his forehead sweaty.

“I believe that was your mother,” the Want answered without emotion.

“Light the fire!” Leven ordered.

“It’s dead,” the Want insisted. “We must move on.”

“She was right here.”

“Was is such a painful word,” the Want said, his body glowing green. “The fire is out. Accept what is before you. There will be time for speaking of the dead later. Now we must go.”

The Want waved his arms at Leven, and Leven stood.

“No,” Leven said, feeling hostile.

The Want moved toward him and his presence pushed at Leven, causing him to back toward the door. Leven craned his neck to look in the direction where he had last seen his mother.

The door opened and light flooded in, exposing the stone walls. The bench running around the walls and the roven pelt on the floor seemed to look out of place. Leven closed his eyes and let the image of his mother appear to him on the back of his eyelids. It burned for a second and then dimmed like a morning star.

“Out,” the Want insisted. “We must move quickly.”

“We’ll come back?” Leven asked.

“I’ll make sure of it,” the Want said. “Now, move as I do.”

Leven did as he was told and followed after the Want. His legs no longer hurt, but he was weaker in the knees then he had ever been before.
  

Chapter Twenty

Witnessing the War
 

Addy’s hands hurt. Her wrists were swollen and her knees locked into place from having sat still for so long. She folded another napkin and sighed. She folded another and growled. As a senior creaser for the Wonder Wipes company, she was quite familiar with the action of manipulating each large flat napkin into a smaller, fatter square—familiar and sick of it.

Addy sat on a padded chair in front of a cheap wooden desk. On the right corner of her desk was a small framed picture of a mountain that Addy had never traveled to. On the opposite corner sat a bottle of aspirin and a half-empty glass of water. The large room was filled with eleven other desks and eleven other people all busy in the act of folding Wonder Wipe napkins.

Just like Addy had done for years.

The last few days had been a bit different, however. The manager of the plant had brought in a small TV so that they could watch the news reports of all the strange occurrences that were occurring around the world. He had also promised to take the TV away if production fell in the least.

It was on that TV that Addy saw reports of planes being picked on by clouds, and buildings dancing around as if they had minds of their own. She had seen odd tornados in Europe and large dirt monsters in Montana, and she’d heard stories of similar things happening in a dozen other places. She had also heard countless reports of how everyone seemed to be dreaming about the same few things. Counselors and therapists were baffled by the fact that people seemed lately to be dreaming only about vicious clouds and mobile buildings.

Addy looked at the napkin she was currently creasing and moaned. She had been experiencing dreams about dirt monsters chasing her.

Addy pushed those thoughts away and was into a strong folding groove when a giant “News Flash” banner scrolled across the TV screen in the corner. Every folder stopped what he or she was doing and focused on the TV while a confused news anchor showed footage of a man in Canada being swarmed by a bunch of odd bugs. The bugs covered the man while he was running and then lifted him up into the air. The footage followed the flying man as the bugs carried him over to his Tuff Shed and shoved him in the open door. The bugs closed the door and settled onto a rake, a hula hoop, and two baseball bats lying around in this man’s yard. The bugs lifted the objects and began to dance around the shed. Two seconds later the man who had been forced inside opened the shed door and ran out. The bugs then busted up and flew into a million directions.

As with most of the recent news stories, the anchor had no way to explain what was happening.

The man who had been attacked was now being interviewed.

“And you say they bit you?” the young, inexperienced news reporter asked.

“Chomped, eh.” The man smiled unnaturally, as if that was what he was supposed to do.

“And was it painful?”

“Very,” the man said. “I was just raking my yard when out of the trees they came. I thought at first that I must be dreaming. But I wasn’t.”

“Clearly,” the reporter responded. “What did they look like?”

“They looked like the end of my life,” the man said seriously. “Big eyes, about an inch long. Noisy wings and clamplike mouths. That was all I saw before they covered up my eyes and tried to force themselves down my throat.”

The man flashed an unnaturally wide smile into the camera.

“How do you feel now?” the reporter asked.

“Like I won’t be doing any raking for a while.”

The reporter went on asking pointless questions as production in the Wonder Wipes plant all but ceased.

Addy looked at some of the other folders. A couple of them laughed nervously, apparently not knowing how else to respond. The only male folder shook his head and mentioned something about the end of time.

The plant manager came in and tried to inspire them by acting brave and informing them that, despite what happened in the world, people would always need high-quality, hand-folded napkins.

“Fold,” he insisted, following his command with a loud clap.

Addy folded another napkin and growled.
  

Chapter Twenty-One

Extracted and Strangled
 

Tim was standing hidden in the trees, like a stalker with nothing to stalk. He had been told to wait where he was, and he had no plans to disobey his orders. Ezra was on his right shoulder yelling at squirrels. They were both on the edge of the Konigsee, the gorgeous lake where Dennis had gone in under the water about forty minutes ago.

The three of them had transported the gateway they had built to this spot and lowered it into the lake after the sun had gone down. The gateway was large and bulky, but they had rolled it to the water’s edge on temporary wheels. Once they had worked it into the lake they had filled the inside of the gateway with a massive industrial balloon and inflated it as much as the gateway’s space would allow.

Then, wearing an oxygen tank and mask, Dennis went into the water and slowly and carefully released tiny amounts of air from the balloon, allowing him to lower the new gateway down to the spot where the previous one had been situated.

Tim and Ezra had watched Dennis go under the water and now they wondered if he would ever resurface.

“Would you care if he didn’t?” Ezra asked Tim, his purple hair twisting wildly. “I mean, would you give a weasel’s backside if you never saw that piece of misguided phlegm again?”

Tim looked around nervously. Ever since Dennis’s last tirade, Ezra had been quietly goading Tim into being a man. He wanted Tim to come to his senses and help him get rid of Dennis. Ezra didn’t care for Dennis, and he knew that with the gateway finished, Dennis and Sabine would no longer need Tim’s strength or Ezra’s leadership.

Unfortunately, the part of Sabine that currently covered the right forearm of Tim was keeping Tim’s mind just foggy enough to prevent him from taking any kind of stand.

“Seriously,” Ezra said, jumping to Tim’s other shoulder, “we are waiting here for someone neither of us wants to ever see again.”

“He said to wait,” Tim said haltingly.

“You used to have a backbone, sponge boy,” Ezra spat with disgust, his single eye blinking madly. “He said to wait? Well, I say don’t wait!”

Tim looked down at his black webbed arm. Dark lines of what had once been Sabine drifted and crisscrossed up and down his forearm and hand like a long rubber glove.

“He said it first,” was Tim’s only reply.

Ezra jumped onto Tim’s pointed nose. “Listen, smooth brain,” Ezra seethed. “Somewhere inside of that vacuum you call a mind is the memory of the person you used to be before you started wearing that black ladies’ glove. I suggest you find that person and rough him up for getting you into this mess.”

Tim stared at Ezra as he stood perched on his nose.

“Worthless,” Ezra spat, his purple tassel waving madly. “It’s like talking to a piece of soggy cardboard.”

Ezra jumped off of Tim’s nose and onto a nearby tree branch. The branch belonged to a tall tree that was covered in pine needles.

“I think it’s about time I started using the trees for my benefit,” Ezra laughed wickedly, enjoying anything that was for his benefit. “For my benefit!”

He laughed so long and hard that the sound of it could be heard bouncing lightly off the surrounding mountain walls. It was a truly wicked laugh filled with mischief and malice. But nobody was around to be bothered by it, so eventually Ezra stopped laughing and self-consciously cleared his throat.

“Whatever,” he said, embarrassed.

He then marched along the length of the branch and leaned into the tree trunk. He touched the tree with both of his tiny hands, looking like a preacher who was hoping to heal the poor thing. He moved back and spun around to look at Tim.

Tim was smiling like a child in a school yearbook.

“You’re quite the intellect,” Ezra said.

He moved in and touched the tree again. Nothing happened.

“I wonder why it’s not working,” Ezra growled.

He leaned back in and touched the tree a third time.

“Move!” he ordered. “Pick up your stupid roots and do my bidding.”

The tree stood its ground.

“How can that be?” Ezra asked Tim.

Tim just smiled.

“Oh, yeah,” Ezra sighed. “What am I doing asking you questions? Currently you’re an idiot. These trees should move. I’ve got the imagination to uproot a building but I can’t get a skinny tree to move? I can’t overtake Dennis on my own.”

Tim shifted on his feet, as if fighting the urge to move. He rubbed his forehead and opened his mouth several times before he finally said, “I’m in here,” his brain fighting the influence of Sabine.

“That’s what I’ve been saying,” Ezra seethed. “Now we just need you to come out, start that truck, and drive us away from here.”

Tim rocked back and forth on his feet, clenching his fists. He turned to look at the lake. The sun had set, but there was still a soft light covering the entire surface. Far across the way Tim could see a few lights shining from the windows of the St. Bartholomew cathedral.

The water looked so calm and perfect that Tim was saddened by the small crack that split open as Dennis began to rise from the water. He swam closer, but could not get out of the lake by himself.

“Pull me out,” Dennis ordered.

Tim reached down and pulled Dennis from the cold water. He dragged him up onto shore and back into the trees. Dennis was not happy, as it can be quite difficult to feel like a true leader when one of your underlings is pulling you facedown across the ground.

“Stop!” Dennis insisted. “Let me go.”

Tim dropped Dennis’s arms and stood still.

Dennis stood up and dusted off the front of his stomach and face. He pulled up his swim mask and spat out some dirt from his mouth. He glanced around, trying to regain some evil composure.

He looked Tim over. “Where’s the toothpick?” Dennis asked impatiently.

Tim pointed to the tree nearby. Ezra was still on his branch looking bored.

“I missed you too,” Ezra mocked. “Does it work?”

“Does what work?” Dennis snapped.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Ezra said sarcastically. “The United Nations’ plan to end world hunger? What do you think I’m talking about? The gateway, does it work?”

Dennis tried to act as if Ezra’s words didn’t bother him, but he wasn’t a very convincing actor.

“It’s installed,” Dennis sniffed.

“Good,” Ezra said. “That was our goal. I remember sitting down and saying, ’Let’s take some time to build and install a complicated home for a few lucky fish.’”

“The temperature’s not right yet,” Dennis insisted. “Now stay quiet while I think.”

Ezra hopped to a higher branch in the tree. “I’ll speak all I want,” he yelled down. “The last thing we have time for is for you to think.”

“Quiet. You will do as I say,” Dennis said slowly, trying to contain his rage.

Ezra jumped up onto the next limb.

“You know,” he yelled, “you’re even balder than I thought.”

“Come down this instant,” Dennis said, the black markings spelling out the word hate across his face.

“No,” Ezra insisted. “Not with a face like that.”

“I will give you one last chance,” Dennis ordered.

“And I will give you a dozen hand gestures,” Ezra said, following up his verbal threat with action.

“Come down,” Dennis seethed, his face now reading Severely Hate.

Dennis grabbed ahold of the tree trunk and tried to shake the tree. The tree was far too tall and sturdy to push around.

“Looks like the trees are safe,” Ezra said, making fun of Dennis’s puny strength.

Dennis turned around angrily, the black marks moving across his skin like jittery leeches. He spotted Tim standing there like an unlit lamppost.

“Climb after him,” Dennis ordered Tim.

Tim looked the tree up and down.

“Now!” Dennis ordered.

Tim sighed, but moved slowly to the trunk of the tree. There was a small knot protruding out of one side. Tim stepped up on it and pulled himself to the next branch.

“Faster!” Dennis ordered.

Tim moved higher, climbing like a child who had been told his whole life he couldn’t climb.

“Higher!”

Tim worked himself up onto the branch right below Ezra. Ezra hopped up to the next branch and smiled.

“I once saw a dead bird stuck up under a bridge,” Ezra yelled to Tim. “And I’m pretty sure he could climb twice as fast as you.”

Tim was too busy scaling the tree to have the insult register.

“Get that toothpick,” Dennis ordered from the ground. “Toss him to me.”

Tim pulled himself through the pine needles and up into the top half of the tree. His clouded mind made it hard for him to move with any real agility.

Ezra bounded up to the next branch and then shot farther up to the crown of the tree.

“I’d worry about running out of places to escape to,” Ezra hollered to Tim, “but by the time you get here I’ll probably have already naturally decayed.”

Tim was breathing hard, moving his arms in a straightforward and calculated manner. He placed each foot carefully on the next branch and then extended his legs to raise himself up.

Ezra stood on the top of the tree, his purple hair twisting in the light wind and the last bits of sunlight reflecting off of his green enamel body. He laughed loudly enough to send birds from other trees flapping off into the air.

Tim moved up another branch. He was now only two limbs below Ezra. Ezra squatted and began talking loudly enough that Tim could hear but quietly enough that Dennis couldn’t.

“Look what he’s done to you,” Ezra scoffed. “Next you’ll be wiping his chin when he spits.”

Tim looked directly at Ezra, his eyes blinking slowly. He stopped climbing so as to be able to comprehend what Ezra was saying.

“Go ahead, garbage boy,” Ezra said. “Come and get me. Do what your master tells you.”

Tim reached out, but Ezra was a good six inches too far away to grab. Tim put his foot on the next branch and struggled to pull himself up. He pulled and then twisted so his face was even with Ezra. Down below, Dennis stepped closer to get a better look at what was going on way up above him.

“What are you doing? Bring him to me!” Dennis seethed. “I want him now.”

Ezra shifted so as to better position himself on the crown of the tree. Tim looked more confused than Ezra had ever seen him.

“Grab me,” Ezra challenged. “You’re nothing but the weak thought of a pathetic being. See that down there?”

Tim looked down. Dennis was right below him, raising his fist to the air in anger.

“That’s your fate,” Ezra raged. “I gave you the chance to make a choice and you failed.”

Tim’s eyes filled with tears. His dark pupils bounced back and forth as he tried to connect one clear thought in his head.

“You’ve forgotten everything,” Ezra barked. “What about your wife?”

Tim flinched.

“And I believe you had a couple of snotty kids.”

Tim twitched.

“And now all you have is a rotted hand that plays servant to the scattered remains of a dead being.”

Tim shook slightly, and then choked as if trying to get some words out.

“What is it?” Ezra challenged. “Speak.”

“I’m in here,” Tim pleaded, his mind tired of fighting the evil he had absorbed.

“Well, let’s get you out,” Ezra smiled wickedly.

Ezra screamed wildly and shot forward with his legs tucked together. He planted himself deep into Tim’s forehead. Tim screamed and let go of the branches he was clinging to. His feet slipped, and in one swift movement his body flew backwards and dropped swiftly down, landing right on top of a very startled Dennis.

Tim landed on Dennis with a whump that sounded loudly through the valley. The hit was so hard it knocked the dark bits of Sabine completely out of Dennis’s body and Tim’s arm.

Sabine’s remnants blew like buckshot into the surrounding forest. Dennis weakly struggled to push an unconscious Tim off of him, as Ezra extracted himself from Tim’s forehead and made a run for it.

The dark bits of Sabine sprang back from all directions like rubber balls attached to a wooden paddle—every bit of Sabine thirsting for Ezra. Ezra moved through the long grass looking for something to touch. He spotted a big rock and jumped up on it. He kneeled down and touched it with both hands.

The rock didn’t move.

“Limp gimpy figs,” he screamed, not comprehending why his touch was having no effect.

The information that Ezra might have appreciated knowing was that, although he had plenty of imagination himself, the power of dreams was already eroding in Reality. People’s dreams around the world had degenerated into steady, repetitive, unoriginal, manufactured motion pictures of moving buildings, racing dirt, biting bugs, cloud-bullying airplanes, and windy monsters.

The war against dreams had already begun, and in its infancy it had taken most of the power of Foo from those who had once been there. In the recent past, Ezra had touched buildings and made them walk. Now, with the decline of the world’s dreams, there was not even enough power left in his imagination to move a boulder.

“Move!” Ezra yelled at the boulder as dark pieces of leftover Sabine closed in on him.

The rotten bits of Sabine hissed and cried like poison air.

Ezra looked around frantically. He needed an army, and if the trees and rocks weren’t going to cooperate, he would have to think smaller. Ezra jumped to the ground, tumbling through the grass.

Sabine’s pieces followed.

Ezra reached to touch a pebble, but Sabine’s bits snagged the end of him and dragged him back.

“No!” Ezra screamed. “Get your filthy rot off of me.”

The black pieces of Sabine swarmed over Ezra like ants on a French fry. They pushed into his tiny mouth and pinned down his legs and arms.

Ezra gagged and spat. He reached out for anything that might help him. Sadly, there was nothing but grass. Ezra wrapped his left hand around a thin blade of grass. It was such a small thing, but the imagination of mankind seemed to still have room to move it.

The grass stood at attention.

Instantly, blades sprang up all over, ripping themselves from the soil that gave them life and bounding toward Sabine as he swarmed Ezra.

The individual blades of grass pulled Sabine from Ezra and began to choke the minute bits by twisting themselves like nooses around each piece. A fistful of grass scraped drops of Sabine from Ezra’s mouth.

“Finally,” Ezra screamed. “Kill Sabine.”

The small bits of Sabine attacked the grass, but the blades kept coming, moving down from the mountain slopes and piling up on Sabine. The grass blades took the bits of Sabine and twisted themselves around them, choking the half-life right out of them. Sabine’s leftovers tore at the grass, splitting the blades into thinner stalks and ripping pieces off until the air was filled with confetti-sized pieces of green and black.

The grass grew angry, wrapping its blades even tighter around the wearying bits of Sabine. Sabine’s blackness bit into the grass, trying desperately to overtake the mountains and mountains of freed sod.

The grass collectively contracted, strangling the minute bits of Sabine so forcefully that they popped.

The lawn was winning.

All over, tiny puffs of black burst like burnt corn as the grass grew even more aggressive. A few handfuls of Sabine recognized their defeat and tried desperately to get back to Dennis or Tim, but there was just too much grass. The lawn smothered and strangled and noisily suffocated and extinguished every last hissing bit.

The air was filled with the screech and wail of pain and conquest. The noise rebounded off the mountain walls and gave tourists in the town of Berchtesgaden an extra echo they had not known they would be hearing.

Ezra sat up, choking and spitting for breath. He looked around and clapped. The grass became instantly inanimate again, nothing more than lawn clippings.

“Nice,” Ezra laughed triumphantly. “Who knew grass was good for anything?”

Dennis sat up beneath the tree, rubbing his head. He was now Sabine-free. He pulled off the swim mask that hung around his neck.

“What happened?” he asked, confused.

“It’s amazing that someone with such thin hair can be so thick in the head,” Ezra bit. “This is what happened. I saved your neck, and now you owe me. Now, put that hose back in your mouth and swim me to the gateway.”

“The gateway’s done?” Dennis said with bewilderment.

Ezra slapped his own forehead, sick of working with such dim bulbs. Dennis looked over at Tim, who lay unconscious on the bare ground.

“What about him?” Dennis asked.

“What about him?” Ezra growled. “I can’t help it if he lacks team spirit. Take me to the gateway.” Ezra pointed to the lake.

Dennis opened his palm, and Ezra jumped into it. Dennis stood up and stretched as if it were a requirement. He then stepped off into the water, swimming toward the gateway, as Tim lay motionless on the bare ground.

The lights of St. Bartholomew seemed brighter.

It was the end of a day, but, more important, it was the end of a very dark life. There had been a point in Sabine’s existence when he could have leaned in one direction and done good, but instead he had jumped in another direction and found evil to be a fitting companion. Unfortunately for Sabine, he had become so concerned with his future that he had barely noticed the hissing and whispering of the present—whisperings from beneath the soil of Foo that had helped create the evil being he had ended up becoming.

It’s not unusual for people to point at the stars and say, “Make a wish.” In Foo, however, that would be considered not only rude but just plain foolish. The stars had no interest in the wishes of those who were born to walk on the soil. Likewise, in Reality the soil had no interest in those who lived above it. But it was different in Foo.

There was something up with the soil.

Sabine had been his own man to some extent, but it wasn’t until he had begun listening to the Dearth’s voice beneath the soil that he had become so evil that even his shadows couldn’t stand to be around him. Yet, at the zenith of his reign, Sabine was still nothing more than a puppet being maneuvered by a force he feared but never fully understood. Sort of like Dennis had once been.

Sabine was an evil, dark, misguided puppet whose life was now extinguished. And there was no soul in Foo or Reality who mourned the loss of him. But there were plenty who would soon mourn the fact that he had once lived.
  

Chapter Twenty-Two

Distance to Death
 

The binding on Geth’s wrists had worn his skin raw. He could feel thin streams of blood running down over his palms and fingers. Winter and he had been dragged back to the boat and tied up again, the same way as before. Azure had not spoken directly to them since they had left the council room, but they knew from the conversation they had heard that they were going to Lith.

They were hoodless and could see that Azure was up front reading the mist. The air was wet, with no audible or visual evidence of any mist eaters up above.

“At least we can see this trip,” Geth said quietly.

“I’m not sure it makes it any better,” Winter replied sadly, her green eyes weary. “I just don’t think I can do this anymore. I feel like I want to give up.”

“Don’t say that. We’ll make it,” Geth insisted. “It won’t be much longer until we’re on Lith.”

“What then?” Winter asked sharply. “Azure kills us? He obviously knows we can die.”

Geth was wise enough to let Winter’s question hang in the air unanswered. The water sliding up against the side of the boat would have been calming under different circumstances, but as it stood, each rush of liquid was like a wicked odometer ticking off the distance to death.

“I wish I had the words to calm your spirit,” Geth finally whispered. “Remember when we were in Reality on the shore of the Konigsee and you doubted your part in this?”

Winter didn’t answer, but the sound of her soft crying carried above the motion of the water.

“You wondered if you were really a part of this,” Geth continued. “It was a thorny moment, but I wanted to laugh. This is as much about you as about any of us. Leven would not have made it here without you.”

A ship rat scurried in front of Winter. It ran over to the side, where it dove off into the water.

“Things look black,” Geth admitted. “But with the arrival of a single sun, all can be bright again. Leven’s in Foo, and they can do what they wish, but fate is pulling us toward him. And he’s walking the course that will lead him to the Want and to his fate. Don’t let Azure’s sickness seep into your hopes. We will win this, and Foo will stand as fate has always planned.”

A flock of mist eaters could now be heard up above. There was a loud thud followed by a big splash as two of them knocked heads and plummeted into the water.

“But we are sailing to our deaths,” Winter pointed out. “Light or dark, Azure will have won.”

“Nobody wins if Azure has his way,” Geth said. “Fate has set the course, and it’s up to us to appreciate the ride despite razors or rewards. I’ve been a seed and a toothpick. I can think of few things smaller, but those were some of the largest moments of my existence. And if fate can take a seed and work with that, then fate can do anything.”

“I hope so,” Winter said sadly.

“Good,” Geth replied. “We’re going to need a lot of that.”

“Do lithens ever buy sympathy cards?” Winter tried to joke.

“Only for the poor souls who don’t believe in fate,” Geth smiled. “We’ll make it. I promise. Just think how much better it will be when we stand there with Leven and remember that we not only did our part but had one fantastic journey.”

A low horn sounded as two more mist eaters knocked heads and fell into the water.

“What’s that horn?” Winter asked.

“The mist must be locking up.”

“Is that bad?”

“Well, we can’t go forward if it is locked,” Geth said.

“For how long?”

“Who knows,” Geth answered. “Sometimes it can lock up for weeks. If that’s the case, I’m certain Azure will steer us under.”

“Steer us under?”

Before Geth could answer, the ship violently lurched forward a few feet and then began to tilt downward.

“Under?” Winter said with considerably more panic in her voice.

“Don’t worry,” Geth insisted. “We’ll get wet, but we’ll be okay.”

“Okay?” Winter asked, dumbfounded. “I can’t breathe underwater!”

The ship lurched again and went farther under. Winter pulled at her hands, frantically trying to get free.

“Don’t worry,” Geth said calmly, but working to free his wrists as well. “Certainly Azure wouldn’t risk his own life. A fantastic journey, remember?”

“Don’t tell me not to worry,” Winter threatened. She shook her head in frustration, and her blonde hair brushed into the side of Geth’s face. “Maybe this is how he’s planning to kill us.”

Geth began working at his wrists a bit faster.

The ship lurched again and lowered even more. Water began to spill over the side rails of the ship. The seawater spilled in around Winter’s knees and feet.

“This can’t be good,” Winter yelled.

She twisted her head and whipped Geth with her hair again. Geth would have replied to her questions, but he was too busy spitting her hair out of his mouth.

“You still haven’t explained to me what he’s . . .” Winter tried to ask.

The ship thrust forward, its front rapidly dropping two feet. Winter’s stomach flopped inward like an undercooked cake. She was tied to a mast by her wrists and ankles and slipping down underwater. The ship tilted further and sunk a couple of feet more. Winter felt like she was on the top of the slope of some deadly amusement-park ride. The water was now up to her shoulders and pushing up under her chin.

“Help me, Geth!” she cried in desperation.

The ship dropped another two feet. Water rushed in over both Winter and Geth, burying them in the cold blue sea. Winter wanted to scream, but she held onto her last breath, hoping she would miraculously live to take another.

She pulled at her wrists, small strings of her own blood drifting up off of them. The mast they were tied to held fast, giving them no hope of breaking free.

Winter closed her eyes and calculated how many more seconds she would be likely to live.

Unfortunately, it was easy math.

ii

The home of the Want left Leven wishing for something solid and immovable. It was a fantastic place, but the shifting and changing was enough to make his stomach uneasy. He had felt even sicker ever since he had seen a glimpse of what might have been his mother. Leven felt angry at the Want for not allowing him a chance to see her more.

“He could have relit the flame,” Leven complained to Clover. “Just for a moment.”

“Maybe he couldn’t,” Clover answered, still invisible and speaking as quietly as possible. “There’s an order to things.”

The room they were in twisted a complete half-turn, repositioning the direction they had come from to be back in front of him. The Want disappeared down the hall they had just exited.

“Order?” Leven said sarcastically, following after the Want.

The hallway floor was covered with thick green carpet that swirled in patterns. There were murals of ocean scenes on the walls. As Leven walked, the painted fish swam along with him. The fish gurgled and sprayed water at him occasionally, jumping from wall to wall.

“Are we going up or down?” Clover asked.

“I have no idea,” Leven said, wiping some water from his eyes.

“Do your legs hurt?”

“Yes, but they would hurt either direction.”

“Hurry!” the Want hollered back. “Step correctly—and if you knew the urgency, you’d run.”

“Okay,” Leven answered, a fish slapping his arm with its tail.

The Want stopped. “What did you say?” he asked angrily.

“I said—”

The Want fell to his knees as the light around him seemed to puff up and expand. The white ropes of light thickened and spun around him. The Want yelled at the ceiling, and for a brief second Leven could see his eyes.

Instinctively Leven turned away. It was as if he were seeing something that wasn’t his privilege to look upon. But, in the case of the Want’s eyes, it was also like viewing something so uncomfortable that you were repulsed but drawn to it. Before he looked away, Leven had seen the Want’s eyes glowing green. They were withered like raisins and hanging loosely in their sockets. Leven couldn’t tell if what he had seen was real, but he wasn’t at all anxious to get a better look.

The Want knelt on the floor with his arms up. Strands of thick light wrapped around him like white serpents—snapping and snarling. Images flowed within the light, pictures washing down the snakes’ bellies.

“What’s happening?” Clover asked.

“I’m not sure,” Leven said. “But it doesn’t look good.”

As quickly as it had begun, it ended. The Want stood, tugged on his hood, and turned to walk off as if everything was fine.

“Are you all right?” Leven asked, concerned.

The Want stopped, and his shoulders lowered. “There are many dreams,” he answered. “But they are finally changing.”

“Is that good?”

The Want’s shoulders raised back up and he left the question unanswered.

“We are almost there,” he said. “Come.”

Leven followed him into a large room lined with windows from the ceiling to floor. The room was square and looked like a giant greenhouse with ivy covering the entire outside like a leafy web. Outside the windows were hundreds of people and creatures. Some licked the windows, while others looked to the sky. A few people were hovering a couple of feet off the ground; others were digging at the dirt. All of them seemed to be frantically looking for something. Their moaning and digging could be heard through the ivy-covered glass.

“Who are they?” Leven asked.

“Pay them no mind,” the Want insisted.

“Yeah, sure,” Leven muttered, looking at the glass walls on every side. In the center of the room, a large wooden door opened up into an enclosed atrium. Leven could see through the windows that the atrium went up hundreds and hundreds of feet. At the top of it Leven could see the faint outline of a small room. It looked to be a mile in the air.

“Please say we’re not going up there,” Leven pointed.

“We’re not,” Clover answered.

Leven looked in the direction of Clover’s voice. “I was asking the Want.”

“Sorry, I was just trying to make you feel better.”

The Want opened the door and made his way in. Leven reluctantly followed as people outside the glass room screamed and pounded on the glass trying to get the Want’s attention.

Once they were inside the atrium the door shut behind them, blocking out any noise. Two torches sprang to life. There was nothing in the room beside the two pockets of torch light.

“I don’t see any stairs,” Leven said hopefully.

“No stairs,” the Want said, disappearing.

Leven looked around, confused. “Where’d he go?”

“I could pretend like I know the answer again,” Clover said.

Leven moved to the door and it opened back up. He stepped back and it shut again.

“As least we’re not trapped,” Leven said.

Leven took a torch from the wall and walked along the edge of the room looking for some other door the Want might have gone through.

There was nothing.

The walls were all wood and went up much higher than the torches’ light could reach. Leven set the torch back into the leather holder just as the Want reappeared. Leven jumped back.

“Come on,” the Want said impatiently, his eyes still covered.

“Where?” Leven asked, bewildered.

“This is a shaft of unfinished thoughts,” the Want explained impatiently. “Finish the thought and it will take you where you wish.”

“Anywhere?” Leven said, thinking of Reality.

“Anywhere in the home,” the Want said as if Leven were daft.

“Where do we want to go?”

“To the top.”

The Want disappeared.

“Wow,” Clover whispered in awe.

“All right,” Leven said. “So I guess I just think about being up top and . . .”

The moment Leven thought it, it happened.

Instantly he was standing at the top of the shaft under the arch of a large doorway. The doorway opened into the small room that he had seen from down below. The room was much larger than it had looked from the ground. It was circular, with windows on all sides and a round, cone-shaped ceiling overhead. There was a fire burning in a wide, circular pit in the middle. The room was filled with soft chairs and thick rugs, all dimly lit and serenaded by the soft glow and song of the fire.

The Want was sitting in a tall chair with thick black arms. Leven would have taken the time to compliment him on his digs, but the room was overshadowed by the remarkable view.

Leven turned around, his mouth gaping.

To the left he could see a towering wall of mist, and below that was the Veil Sea. In the far distance he could see three of the other twelve stones. Everywhere he looked there were thick clusters and lines of mist. A fat pink sun moved sideways across the view, blocking Leven’s line of sight from the other suns. Pink sunbeams danced against the Veil Sea like searchlights looking for delinquent fish. Leven could see light from the other suns doing the same thing with different colors. When the beams would hit each other, the light would form huge rainbows filled with colors Leven had never seen before.

“It’s beautiful,” Leven whispered.

“Unless you are responsible for it all,” the Want said sadly. “To me it is simply a reminder of how I have failed.”

“You haven’t failed,” Leven said.

“I can hear Geth in your voice,” the Want said. “His thoughts are now your words.”

“I can’t think of anyone I’d rather be like,” Leven said honestly.

Clover, still invisible, softly cleared his throat.

“Sit,” the Want said. “We haven’t much time, but there are words you must hear, and this room is safe to speak in—so high above the soil. Sit.”

Leven sat in a large black chair with gold cushions and arms.

“Drink something,” the Want insisted. “There will be so little time for you to eat.”

The Want waved his hand and a small being stepped out from behind his chair. Leven recognized the being as a Sympathetic Twill, one of the kind creatures who had helped Clover save him in the Swollen Forest.

“Eegish,” the Want said, “finish his thoughts.”

Eegish moved toward Leven and stopped just in front of his chair. He reached out and patted Leven on the right knee. Leven patted him back on the top of his head. He stared at the little creature, who was smiling sincerely at him.

“Well, what are you thirsty for?” the Want said impatiently.

“Anything, I guess,” Leven answered. “Water?”

“You can have anything you like and you wish for water?” the Want scolded.

“I wouldn’t mind some of that chocolate stuff,” Leven said, looking at the Sympathetic Twill. “When I was trapped in the forest, some beings just like you gave me some kind of chocolate drink.”

Eegish looked at Leven like he had just gotten straight A’s during a difficult semester. He moved to the arched doorway that led to the shaft of unfinished thoughts.

Eegish walked in, and two seconds later he walked back out with a steaming mug. He handed it to Leven and patted his knee again.

“Thanks,” Leven said.

“If you should need something else, just say so,” the Want instructed. “Eegish will step in and finish your thought.”

Leven was too busy drinking the chocolate drink to respond. The Want drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair and shook. He shifted to the front of his seat and spoke.

“Look around, Leven. What do you see?”

Leven set his mug of chocolate down and glanced carefully around the room, stopping to take in each view.

“Unbelievable beauty,” Leven finally answered, his gold eyes flickering.

“How nice it would be to have your eyes,” the Want said sadly. “You see so many things I feel have vanished.”

“I see what everyone else does,” Leven pointed out.

“I don’t think so,” the Want said. “You see beauty where others see possession or power.”

“I see those things too,” Leven said. “But I don’t want anything to do with them.”

“You say that now.”

“I can barely handle the gift I have now,” Leven admitted.

“Yes,” the Want spoke. “Tell me what you have been gifted.”

“I can’t work any of it too well,” Leven apologized. “But when it does work, I can see the future and move things around in it to change the outcome.”

“Move things?”

“Like wind, or even people,” Leven said. “In Reality I made a woman give me money for food. I also made the wind blow.”

“Was there a need for those things to happen?”

“I suppose so,” Leven said.

“You stopped Sabine.”

“The gift took over.”

Eegish stepped up to Leven with a plateful of roasted lamb and thick brown bread covered in pale melted butter. Two fat apples sat on the edge of the plate. The smell of the food was intoxicating.

“You must have been thinking about food,” the Want explained. “What about Jamoon? How is it that you were able to work your gift in a room where that was forbidden?”

“I’m not sure,” Leven said, reaching for the roasted lamb.

“And your eyes burn permanently now.”

“Ever since I struggled with Jamoon on the road to Morfit,” Leven chewed. “There seems to always be a thin line of gold around them.”

“Interesting. And what do you know of your part?”

“Very little,” Leven admitted, biting into a gigantic apple.

“Good,” the Want said. “It’s time to fill you in. Do you trust me?”

Leven thought about lying, but ended up answering honestly, “No.”

“It’s understandable.”

The Want stood up and moved to a small box near the center of the room. He opened the box and pulled out a key.

Leven’s eyes widened.

“Is that . . . ?”

“It is,” the Want said. “Sabine wasn’t the only one who had the ability to use his own shadow. Of course, Sabine’s shadows sought to flee him. Mine is simply always up for adventure. It has grown tired of me never leaving Lith. It was my shadow you struggled with outside of the tavern.”

A dark-robed shadow moved out from behind the fire and looked at Leven.

“You?”

The shadow moved toward the Want and settled in behind him where a shadow belonged.

“I couldn’t let you just give the key to the secret,” the Want said. “What a dangerous move.”

“He was going to hurt Clover.”

“Unfortunately, it’s not unheard of for those we love to get hurt when we are trusting fate,” the Want said. “There are worse things than Clover being killed.”

Leven couldn’t think of any.

“How did you know about the key?” Leven said, his mouth open because of the shock and because he was trying to fit a large bite of bread in.

“I am the Want. All of Foo flows through me. The second I felt you give up that key, I knew I had to act. Fortunately, my shadow was up for a ride.”

“I’m sorry,” Leven said, feeling weak.

The Want shook and screamed, the light around him filling the room and then being sucked back into him. He shook it off.

“The key’s yours,” the Want said, handing it to Leven. “There are many who desire it, but you must give it to nobody. It still has a very important role to play and is best kept in your hands. It is one of seven and part of the end of Foo.”

Leven took the key and flipped it over in his palm.

“I need you to trust me,” the Want said. “I hope the key shows I trust you.”

Leven nodded.

“Foo is at odds,” the Want continued. “For many years now it has been struggling with its purpose. In the beginning, Foo was a perfect place.”

Clover sighed as if bored.

“Your sycophant is still here?” the Want asked angrily.

Leven nodded as the temperature in the room chilled. The fire stood tall.

“He needs to step out,” the Want insisted. “Have him leave.”

“Why?”

“Have him leave!” the Want yelled.

“I can take a hint,” Clover whispered into Leven’s left ear. “I’ll be in that shaft finishing some thoughts.”

“Make sure you stay there,” Leven said.

“I need to see him walk away,” the Want said.
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Clover materialized and defiantly walked out of the room and into the arched doorway. The Want moved his hand, and the door shut behind Clover. The edges around the door burned like heated metal. As it cooled, Leven could see that the door was now a solid wall of wood. Eegish patted Leven on the hand to comfort him for his loss.

“Now,” the Want said. “You destroyed the gateway?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know why the Waves brought you here?

“To see you.”

“Yes,” the Want said. “But there’s more. Fate is pulling itself too tightly. In a short time the strain will be so great that something will have to give. You are the token that will relax the strain.”

“Me?”

“There will come a time very shortly when fate will ask a great favor of you.”

Leven wanted to speak up. He wanted to list the sacrifices he had already made. The past few weeks of his life had been nothing but change and sacrifice. He had lost his miserable life to take up in a realm where danger seemed more prevalent than happiness. He had blown up the only exit out of Foo. He had lost Amelia, put Clover and all the sycophants in mortal danger, and almost died a dozen times. Leven couldn’t think of anything that could be worse than what he had already pushed through.

“It will be required of you to trust me and act when instructed,” the Want said softly.

Leven’s soul contracted woefully, the gold in his eyes disappearing.

“The gateway was a farce,” the Want said calmly. “Anyone could have destroyed it.”

“What?” Leven asked.

“Geth was instructed to tell you otherwise, but we left it open so that you could make it through. Once you were here, we needed you to stay. You destroyed your only way out.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t care,” the Want said.

“Why would Geth tell me—”

“Geth was instructed to say a number of things,” the Want trembled subtly. “Some were true and some were for the benefit of bigger things.”

“And Winter?”

“She remembers nothing,” the Want said. “Her part in this has expired. We entrusted her with the very key I had to get back. What matters now is you. If you wield the sword, fate might have a chance.”

“What do I have to do?” Leven asked. “I won’t kill anyone.”

“Interesting assumption,” the Want smiled. “You destroyed Sabine and Jamoon.”

“I had no choice.”

“Well, when your task appears you will have a choice, and you must make it.”

Eegish put his arm around Leven as thoughts swirled though Leven’s mind.

“Do you know what the task is?” Leven asked.

“I can’t tell you that.”

The weather outside the room began to twist and pulsate. A flock of Tea birds were blown from down to up. Mist from the great wall that made up the Hidden Border blew up against the windows as large, starfish-looking birds smacked into the glass and slid down slowly.

“I don’t understand,” Leven said, sitting forward in his chair. “I was brought here for this task, and you can’t tell me what it is?”

“Listen carefully,” the Want said slowly. “The realm of Foo was created before the span of Reality. It was placed here to give dreams an actual shot at becoming real. The lithens, the siids, the Waves, and the sycophants were the first creatures to populate our land. The first Want was put in place to rule above ground and the Dearth to manage the soil.”

“First Want?” Leven asked.

“There have been three before me,” the Want answered. “That’s not important now. As dreams increased, more and more beings and creatures were introduced into our realm. It seemed as if powerful dreams were penetrating our borders daily, bringing to life some new animal or object. At first it was wonderful. The use of metal was allowed, and people created and manipulated dreams as if it were an honor.

“People accepted their fate.

“But there began to be problems, most of them surfacing around the misuse of metal. Some railed against what they perceived as bondage and talked of re-creating the seven keys and unleashing the power that would help them overturn fate. Nits began to build weapons, and the dreams they manipulated were filled with their thoughts of war and killing. So there was division between the nits and the cogs. The ungifted cogs felt as if Foo had done them wrong. Then, as more and more rants were born to nits and cogs, an even greater unbalance began to crop up in the hearts of those who should know better. Great wars ensued over the use of metal. In the end, hundreds of thousands died and all metal was stripped from buildings and homes and buried by the roven.”

Leven’s eyes widened.

“For years after the wars things seemed better,” the Want continued. “Then your grandfather made the tragic mistake of finding a way out. Foolish—such a stupid mistake. Most here accepted their fate before that, but when people began to envision the possibility of returning to Reality still possessing their Foo-found gifts, their hearts became selfish and misguided. And the soil took on a life of its own.”

“What do you mean?” Leven asked.

“The real evil in Foo lies beneath our feet.”

Eegish looked down.

“It seems as if the very soil of Foo hungers to touch the physical,” the Want said. “There was something in the act of burying the metal and covering it with gunt that woke the dirt. It in turn began to feed off the bodies of those who had been buried but their dark souls had never been lifted.”

“Dark souls?”

“Those who live nobly are lifted up. But those who have chosen otherwise are absorbed into the soil, increasing the power of the Dearth. It pulses with their evil desires and now wishes to touch Reality and taste the earth there . . .”

The Want stopped himself and looked at Leven.

“I’ve said too much,” he apologized. “Don’t let the haze of my words distract you from what you must do. The time will come, Leven, when you will have to choose to save Foo or step down and let the evil have complete control.”

“I would do almost anything for Foo.”

“Silence,” the Want whispered fiercely. “I don’t want your assurance. There will come a day, very soon, when fate will put you where you must stand. There you will hear my voice and see the means by which you can accomplish the task. You will know clearly what you must do. And whereas you have a choice, you cannot fail.”

Leven trembled, looking away. He saw his image reflected in the glass wall. The white streak in his hair seemed more prominent and the gold had returned to his eyes.

“If you do ignore fate, it’s over.”

“Are you saying there’s no hope?” Leven asked, irritated.

The Want stared at Leven. Or at least that was the way his head was turned. It was impossible to tell what he was looking at through the hood that covered his eyes.

“There’s only one way,” the Want spoke dryly.

“Tell me,” Leven said, feeling the fire that made his eyes burn. “What will I have to do?”

The Want shivered.

“I gave you that key so that you would trust me,” the Want breathed. “The time will come when you will hear my voice in your head. At that moment, fate will place before you the way to do what you must do. There is evil much darker than what is at hand. Do you remember the secret of the sycophants?”

“I wish I didn’t.”

“You know more than any,” the Want said softly. “Geth was wise to bring you here. You are hope to me.”

“Where is Geth?” Leven asked uncomfortably. “And Winter?”

“Don’t worry about them,” the Want sighed. “Their future is theirs to make right. But I will tell you that death has them in view.”

“You can’t mean that,” Leven said, standing.

“You can’t bend fate,” the Want warned.

“Where are they?”

“They’ll be here soon enough,” the Want said.

Eegish took Leven’s right hand and tried to soothe him.

“No,” Leven said, pulling his hand away and looking at the Want with burning gold eyes. “You brought me here to tell me that my friends are dying? And that the only way I can stop all of this is to do something so unspeakable I can’t even know what it is?”

“Such a hot soul,” the Want said. “One day you will speak to me in softer tones. I see every dream that comes in. Even now, millions of dreams circle around my eyes, begging to be seen and realized. I know what you will do, Leven. I knew the moment Antsel left with Geth and Winter that one day you would stand before me and accept the task I am handing you now.”

“I can’t just blindly accept!” Leven argued.

“Then you know nothing of fate.”

“You’re talking about killing, aren’t you?”

“I’m talking about saving the whole of Foo.”

“You do it,” Leven said passionately.

“I wish I could,” the Want lamented. “But fate will not allow me.”

“I need to see Geth.”

“Let’s hope, for your sake, that fate feels the same way,” the Want said. “As it stands, you will most likely never see him again.”

Leven had never felt sicker.

The Want unsealed the door to the shaft of unfinished thoughts, and Clover came out wearing a small velvet hat with a feather in it. He had shoes on his feet and was carrying a stuffed animal under each arm. In his mouth was a stick of candy.

“Wow,” he said, taking the candy from his mouth. “I’ve got to get one of those shafts for myself.”

Clover looked back and forth at the solemn faces both Leven and the Want were wearing. Eegish waved a friendly wave.

“Sorry,” Clover said. “Did I interrupt something? Because I can go back in the shaft if you need me to.”

“There isn’t time,” the Want said, standing. “We must go.”
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The Want’s shadow stood up next to him.

“Stay,” the Want said to his shadow.

The shadow slipped back down into the chair.

“I can’t stand having him clinging to me,” the Want said angrily. “He’s been nothing but trouble ever since he brought back that key. Now, you come. Follow.”

Leven didn’t want to go anywhere. In fact, if he was being honest with himself, he would have preferred to curl up into a ball and fade away forever. Fortunately for all of mankind, that wasn’t an option.
  

Chapter Twenty-Three

Wet from the Inside Out
 

Winter felt like someone had thrown her down and dumped a couple of loaded bookcases directly on her chest.

She couldn’t breathe.

Water filled her lungs and drowned any flicker of hope. Bound, she could do nothing but accept the death that seemed so imminent. The ship was slowly slipping deeper and deeper under the surface. It moved through the water like a ghost, all manner of underwater sea creatures swirling around in pockets of dance and rhythm.

Winter would have been amazed by how gorgeous it was, except for that pesky fact that she was going to die.

It was a true downer in a scene of unspeakable beauty.

Winter watched her last breath escape her lips. The bubbles, like tracers, floated upward in a hypnotic pattern as her eyelids closed. In a flashback to when they had stepped into Foo, she could see Leven, standing by Amelia in Amelia’s home. She could see the wonder in his eyes as he viewed Foo for the first time. She could see Clover blink slowly, and she could see the toothpick Geth.

Winter’s body relaxed.

Light touched the outside of her eyelid, and she felt her hair drifting like unspooled thread into and out of her face. She opened her mouth, and warmth filled her lungs. If this was death, she was much more comfortable than she had anticipated.

She could feel her heart beating and her chest rising.

Winter opened her eyes. Everything was light, with shimmering traces of silver around the edges. Fish looked like tinsel-covered lightbulbs popping through the water. The magic before her eyes distracted her momentarily from the reality that she was breathing beneath the water.

Winter turned to get a glimpse of Geth. He was tied behind her, but when she cranked her neck as far as possible she could see the side of his face. There was a large yellow blob covering his entire face and half of his body. From what she could see, she could have sworn that Geth was smiling. Something had attached itself to their faces and was allowing them to breathe. Her fear drifted off like beads of oil. She could breathe, and not only that, but the water caused her to float just enough that the bindings and position she was tied in no longer hurt. Winter heard a muffled sound and turned to see Geth trying to talk to her.

She couldn’t make out what he was saying, so she simply smiled as large schools of glowing fish darted around her. Winter laughed, caught up in the beauty of it. For a moment she seemed able to forget that her life was in peril and that the next moment might be her last.

Winter saw light gray beasts with multiple tentacles pushing through the water like wet dishrags. They turned their mushy heads to look at the ship and then moved on. Rivers of red, molten-looking material oozed along the floor of the ocean, small fish and sea creatures lining the redness and touching it with their lips like deer at a mountain stream.

Throughout the water Winter could see the bright lights of dreams pushing up into Foo. Most were not strong enough to make it up through the weight of the water, but a few shot past them and all the way to the surface. The dreams were filled with images that ran like wet paint, their presence adding to the overall surreal feeling.

Winter’s green eyes fluttered as thousands of waterflies swarmed the open deck of the ship, lining the railing, their colorful wings twinkling like tiny lights.

The view was so intoxicating that Winter lost track of time and distance and was surprised to feel the slight tug of the ship moving up. She wanted to make it stop, but she knew there was nothing she could do.

The ship shivered and pushed upward again.

The waterflies dispersed and all the fish and creatures moved away to allow the ship room to rise. Winter could feel the pull on her head as they climbed closer to the surface.

The light became greater.

The ship lurched and creaked, forcing itself up through the water.

Winter could see the sky.

The ship’s mast broke the surface of the water, and in a few moments Winter watched as her head rose above the sea and into a misty afternoon.

She wanted to cry: not so much for the pain she would soon feel again, but because what she had just witnessed had been so beautiful. Leaving it was like stepping away from a garden you had spent years manicuring to stagger into a field of nothing.

Water drained from the sides of the ship as it popped back up onto the surface. The film around Winter’s face and neck slid off like a wide patch of Jell-O, gliding across the deck and out through the holes in the railing.

Winter breathed in deep. Her wrists and knees instantly began to hurt again. She shook her hair, hitting Geth on the side of his face.

“Are you okay?” Geth asked.

“I didn’t want to come up.”

“I feel the same way,” Geth said. “I love traveling below the surface. It’s slower, but so much more interesting.”

“How could we breathe?”

“The Baadyn,” Geth answered. “They’re magnificent beings who live in spots near water. They have the ability to extract their souls and rinse them clean. They’re hinged at the waist, and when they get near water they can unhinge and let their souls slide out. Their souls swim through the water for a few hours while the shells of their bodies lie lifeless on the shore. Luckily for us, the clean souls hunger to do good. They could instantly sense that we couldn’t breathe and wanted to help. They just latched on, and we got the benefit of their lungs.”

“They can wash their souls?” Winter asked in disbelief.

“Thankfully,” Geth answered. “They get so mean and nasty when their souls are dirty.”

In the distance Winter could see a huge land mass. It was covered with mountains and valleys, and a green layer of trees spread unevenly over its surface.

“Lith,” Geth said.

“I can’t tell how to feel,” Winter said. “Are we closer to or further from death?”

“What does it matter?” Geth answered sincerely. “We are headed in the direction we must go. Don’t let fear ruin the moment.”

From anyone else, such a statement would have made Winter angry. But Geth spoke with such passion and belief that it was hard not to be affected positively by it. They were sailing to their destruction and Geth was enjoying the ride.

“I’m glad you’re with me,” Winter grinned.

Winter now wanted Geth to tell her that everything would be all right—that they would win this fight, and that Foo and Leven would live forever. Instead, he stuck to his role as Geth and simply said, “Likewise.”

The mist thinned and the ship sailed closer to the up side of Lith.
  

Chapter Twenty-Four

The Beginning of an End
 

Sycophant Run was dark. A metallic shimmer had settled over the entire place, giving even the trees the look of metal under the moonlight. From every direction the sound of conversation lifted softly through the trees and up into the cool air. The smell of warm food and cinnamon brew was as prevalent as the perfume of fantrum blossoms.

Things were not so tranquil in the Chamber of Stars. Rast had called the group together to deliver the worrisome news.

“You’re sure?” Mule asked. “Absolutely positive?”

“Sadly, yes, it’s not there,” Rast said.

“Maliciousness!” Goat exclaimed, the ceiling of stars twinkling brightly. “There is evil lurking.”

“It was well hidden?” Brindle asked.

“Very well hidden,” Rast answered slowly. “I know of no better place it could have been sealed. I know . . .”

Rast stopped himself from saying more.

“You know something,” Reed said. “You suspect someone.”

“As always, you are more perceptive than the rest,” Rast complimented. “I fear that the key could have been taken by only one person.”

“Who?” Brindle insisted.

“It has been locked up for years,” Rast said. “I have purposely not visited it for fear of someone following. There is only one person I can think of who might have known where it was. And if she did, she might very well have followed me years ago to discover the code.”

“She?” Reed asked skeptically.

“Lilly,” Rast said.

The sycophants gasped.

“Your daughter?” Mule asked.

“She was hurting greatly last time we saw her,” Rast said with embarrassment. “Her burn had left her, and she wanted badly to get her back. She was determined to do anything.”

“Her burn?” Goat said. “If I remember right, she was the girl sent to bring Leven here.”

Rast nodded. “Winter.”

“Where’s Lilly now?” Brindle asked.

“We don’t know,” Rast said sadly. “She still to this day causes us heartache. It has been more years than we can count since we’ve seen her.”

“What reason would she have for taking the key?” Reed asked.

“I don’t know,” Rast said. “All I know is she was terribly angry and looking for any way to get her burn back. It was as if she had been poisoned. She saw nothing but hatred. All beauty was gone from her spirit and eyes.”

“The Lore Coils speak of Leven releasing the secret,” Mule said nervously. “How would he have come by the key if Lilly had it?”

“Seems obvious,” Goat said angrily. “It’s what I have always said, there’s evil tracking us. They send this girl to retrieve Leven and give him the key to destroy us all. We’re not in favor with the Want. They seek to mesh the worlds, and they know that only the sycophants can fight off such a foolish act. Our home is what they will come for, and our peace is not a concern or care of anyone.”

“Calm yourself, Goat,” Rast said, holding up his small palms. “The secret was loose, but it has not spread itself. We know nothing of their plans to ruin us. We must move quickly but with wisdom.”

“We know enough to signal our breed to be ready,” Mule insisted. “I say it’s time to alert our families. Trouble walks toward us and we must be prepared to lunge. I will not have darkness molest those I love.”

“I agree,” Brindle said.

“Me too,” Goat insisted. “We must protect Sycophant Run.”

“Sycophant Run?” Rast said with disgust. “It’s evil to say this is about just us. You speak as if you don’t know your own history. This is about Foo. This is about the dreams of those we will never know and the honor of making Reality better than it is. It’s about the fulfillment of our creation. We are not tharms looking for something to stare at. We are sycophants with a great duty to hold upon our shoulders. The second we make this about us alone, we will face failure.”

Reed, Brindle, and Goat looked down.

“That’s all well and fine,” Mule said softly. “But so often we are the last ones thought about. I won’t see my breed die at the expense of everyone else’s selfishness and lust to have more than they can control.”

“Hear, hear,” Reed said.

“We won’t lose,” Rast said firmly. “We are the last line of defense. We stand as the final obstacle. In front of us stand nits and cogs and lithens and all those who have not stopped looking at each day as a chance to better themselves. If we fall, it is because those who should have stood before us collapsed under the weight of their own desires. Our honor and our success are one and the same.”

The council was quiet as the dim stars overhead twittered and blinked.

“Should we try to find Lilly and get some answers from her?” Goat finally asked.

“I think that should be one of our first steps,” Rast said softly. “Go, do whatever it takes to bring her back.”

Mule cleared his throat.

“Yes,” Rast said resignedly. “Bite her if you must. But bring her home. I will travel to the Want. He’s not quick to embrace us these days, but he’ll give me an audience.”

“And the pegs?” Brindle asked.

“Tell them everything,” Rast said. “Those who guard our shores should be kept from nothing. If the secret’s loose and the rants do gather, then there’s a very real possibility that our land will be attacked. The pegs must sharpen their claws. I have a feeling the Dearth is awakening.”

All of them gasped and mumbled.

“What of the secret?” Mule asked, nervously. “Surely, I don’t tell the posted pegs of that?”

“That it was let loose?” Rast questioned.

“Not that secret,” Mule said self-consciously. “The marsh?”

“No!” Rast answered quickly. “It will come to that only if the end appears in full. Till then, nobody but those fate has already filled in will speak of that. Die first. Do you understand?”

“Of course,” they all answered.

“Go,” Rast waved. “Our journey begins this moment.”

They all stood and put their hands on each other’s left shoulder, forming a circle. Rast looked at each of them carefully. His eyes were filled with admiration and gratitude.

“We are small,” Rast said reverently. “But our hearts beat as loud as any. For so long we’ve sat here talking about things that apathy has allowed us time to contemplate. Now fate is moving with speed. Prepare your stomachs for a large drop.”

They all nodded and then one by one slipped out of the starry tree and into the dark.
  

Chapter Twenty-Five

Longing for More
 

Magic—there are those who say it doesn’t exist. In fact, Clover himself has made that statement before. But all it takes is the careful study of any leaf to realize that something magical is going on somewhere—which makes it odd that Clover would say such a thing, seeing how he cares for leaves.

Magic is a tricky thing.

Often it is explainable. People fly through the air in planes and live underwater in submarines. Plants grow within weeks and cities operate and sustain millions of people. A person can talk to practially anyone almost anywhere around the world instantly. People’s images are transported by photo in the time it takes to press a button. Dinosaurs seem real, huge apes exist, and other worlds are a movie ticket away.

Perhaps nothing is more magical than the book. Paper, glue, and some words and you are taken away from where you sit, stand, dance, or lean to greater understanding or experience. There was a time when the written word was almost always believable—if it was on paper, it had to be true. But there are so many written words these days, so many keyboards typing so many letters, that even the gullible are cautious.

It is with great concern that the story of Foo has been written and preserved. To believe in Foo is to believe in more than magic—it is to believe in dreams coming true. It is to understand that the time is coming when the limitation we place on ourselves will no longer be an obstacle that we have to climb over.

To believe in Foo is to relax the mind and let imagination win. It is to step into fear and let fate worry about the outcome. It is to want those standing next to you to dream as big as possible so that your own future will be that much brighter.

It is a magical thing.

But as Leven followed after the Want, thinking about what he had just learned, his heart full of concern for Geth and Winter, Foo didn’t feel very magical to him. In fact, Foo felt like a place he wished he could disappear from.

Poof!

Thoughts of never knowing what he now knew crowded his mind. He half wished he were still in Oklahoma being picked on by Addy and Terry and having to worry about no one but himself.

No, Foo did not feel very magical.

It felt heavy and cold. Each step Leven took made his head hurt. Even the company of Clover seemed painful. Clover had shoved everything he had gotten in the room of unfinished thoughts into his void—everything except the small felt hat, which he still wore.

“I think it makes me look older,” Clover said, riding on Leven’s shoulder.

Leven didn’t reply. They were back in the large, greenhouse-looking room moving toward a glass wall that seemed to have no doorway, carefully following the Want. Outside the windows people still looked in, pointing and begging for the Want to give them attention.

“Who are they?” Leven asked.

“They’re fools,” the Want answered. “They come from all over Foo to stand in wait for any trace of dreams that might fall from the room above.”

“Why?”

“The residue,” the Want scoffed. “My eyes have done the work, and the ashes drift down so that those below might taste the flavor of finished dreams. Enough of it and they can fly momentarily—too much of it and they lose all sense of who they once were. These souls are lost.”

A man was feverishly licking the windows.

“They have given their minds for a small drop of some other person’s dreams.”

“Can’t they just manipulate dreams like everyone else?”

“These are not nits,” the Want snapped. “These are cogs and other ungifted beings. Besides, the residue of that which has passed through my eyes provides tastes far sweeter than any dream. Of course, as the effect wears off, the darkness they knew before is stronger than ever. Now hurry, the time is coming and we’ve still one more trail to follow.”

As they walked up to the wall a long, rectangular hole opened up in the floor, exposing a set of wooden stairs. Leven felt some relief that they went down. The Want moved quickly down the stairs with Leven behind him. In a few moments they could hear no sound of those outside licking the windows.

“What does it matter how we walk?” Leven asked, his soul feeling restless.

“Questions,” the Want ranted. “What happens in Lith is repeated in the rest of Foo. I can’t just walk from here to there without affecting the feelings of thousands. I know what I must show you. I know what I must tell you, and I know that there are ways and places I must do it in. In the end the pattern you mark out will become familiar and important to your memory.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Let’s hope that someday you do.”

The Want scratched at the wall as he walked. The stairs led to a tunnel whose arched walls had been made by the careful stacking of bones.

“Many died in the metal wars,” the Want hollered back. “Their bones help to remind me of their sacrifice. It’s hard not to be selfish.”

“How nice,” Clover whispered. “Hasn’t he ever heard of a plaque, or maybe some memorial photos?”

They stepped down two more stairs and the floor became wet, covered in half a foot of running water. The water seeped through the bones and moved in a circular motion across the floor.

“Watch for snakes,” the Want warned. “And be quick.”

It was an unnecessary warning, as Leven had already spotted the hundreds of yellow lines swimming through and along the walls of bones.

“They’re lemon snakes,” Clover whispered. “They look dangerous, but I actually wouldn’t mind having a one for a pet. Just don’t let them bite you.”

“I wasn’t planning to,” Leven answered, amazed at how many there were.

“Of course,” Clover continued. “They would never bite anyone unless you stepped on one.”

Leven stepped on a large one.

“Oops,” Clover said as the snake snapped its head back and dug its teeth into Leven’s right ankle. “You should always just shuffle around lemon snakes.”

“Oww!” Leven yelled.

“Pull it off quick!” Clover hollered. “It’s draining itself.”

Leven could see the snake’s color seeping from its body and into his leg. The tail of the snake was now clear as the color level lowered. Leven grabbed ahold of it and tried to tug it off, but it wouldn’t give.

“Pull harder!” Clover said, grabbing the snake’s tail with his small hands in an effort to help Leven.

The Want kept on walking. He had seen Leven get bitten, but he paid it no mind, not slowing his pace at all.

“It won’t come off,” Leven said frantically.

“It will once it’s empty,” Clover said mournfully.

“What then?” Leven asked. “Is it poison?”

“Not actually.”

The snake was now completely empty of color. It looked like an outline of a snake drawn in black ink. It released its bite, dropped from Leven’s ankle, and lethargically swam away.

“What does ’not actually’ mean?” Leven asked, pulling up his pant leg to look at the bite. There were two small holes surrounded by a burgeoning patch of yellow. The yellow crept up his leg and spread out over his entire body. In a few seconds Leven’s face looked like an odd-shaped sun.

Leven’s cheeks began to burn. He could feel his knees and elbows twisting inward. His face became drawn as his lips pushed outward. His toes and fingers were drawing into themselves. He could feel his forehead furrow and fold. He felt like his blood had been replaced with acid. His knees drew in, his stomach crinkled, and his rear end gathered. The heels on his feet became concave as they popped in.

Leven was literally puckering up, his skin turning a bright shade of yellow.

He could barely walk, his legs feeling as if they were receiving rug burns from some invincible citrus ghost with incredibly big hands and a strong grip. Leven fell into the water and rolled onto his rounded back. His legs pulled in and he tucked his head to his chest, forming a big ball.

Leven rolled in the water like a slick cork. He bounced against the bone walls, trying to grab something to steady himself. Unfortunately, his withered hands couldn’t get hold of anything.

Snakes with little or no color oozed out of the walls and began to swim toward Leven. They looked like withered tadpoles approaching a yellow pond. Snakes sprang from the water to latch onto Leven—five bit into his neck, twenty on his back, ten on his right leg alone.

Leven moaned as they bit him. He tried to fight them off, but he had no control of his puckered limbs.

The attached snakes began to fill with color—draining the zest from Leven’s veins. The sting of the bites faded as each ounce of sour left Leven’s body. Snakes that were as thin as noodles gorged on Leven’s creamy center and bulked up, looking like swollen Twinkies.

Leven smiled at them.

“This is my favorite part,” Clover said, hanging onto the bone wall. “Once my brother got bit by a lemon snake, and after the sour had been sucked from his veins he was kinder to me than he had ever been. It only lasted an afternoon, but it was a great afternoon.”

Leven couldn’t remember ever having felt bad in his life. His body relaxed and returned to form. Of course, his heart felt so large in his chest that he had a hard time steadying himself as he stood. He waved at the snakes and shuffled so as to not upset them.

“That’s the prettiest color of yellow,” Leven said, pointing down at the snakes. “Like a flower.”

“Yeah, like a flower,” Clover agreed. “Shuffle faster so we don’t completely lose the Want.”

“What a great suggestion,” Leven smiled. “Thanks.”

“You’re spreading it on a little thick,” Clover said.

Leven looked more horrified than when the snake had bit him.

“I am so sorry,” Leven apologized, not wanting to disappoint anyone.

“I’ll be okay,” Clover said.

“Hurry!” the Want yelled from up ahead. “She’s waiting.”

“Do you have any idea who he’s talking about?” Clover asked.

Leven shook his head. “It feels like spring,” was his only answer.

The walls turned into long piles of unorganized bones. Leven shuffled through the water and snakes smiling as if he had just been voted most likely to have a completely blissful life.

The Want stopped to wait for them. He looked in the direction of Leven and shook.

“People should shuffle,” he said. “But perhaps it’s fate that your mind is in a clean, happy state.”

The Want stopped in front of a large, ornate door, decorated with a carving of an angel touching the ground.

“I’ve shown only two people this before,” the Want said.

“Thank you so much,” Leven cooed.

“It’s not a privilege,” the Want said. “It’s a weight. Follow me.”

The door opened. Clover pushed Leven, and Leven moved into the hole right behind the Want. The tunnel was dark, with wet strings of dirt hanging from the ceiling like multiple uvulas. Leven hit his head against one and the tunnel seemed to choke.

Leven looked concerned for it.

“You’re worse than when I bit you in Reality,” Clover said softly.

“You were just doing what you had to,” Leven said nicely.

They kept walking down the dark tunnel. Leven began to hum.

A bright light shone in the far distance. As the light increased, the sound of crying reached their ears. Leven’s happiness waned. He felt a great sense of despair and sorrow for whoever was wailing.

“What is that?” Leven asked, clutching his chest.

“I have no idea,” Clover said. “I’ve never been anywhere near this part of Foo.”

Leven kept his eyes on the back of the Want, moving through the tunnel at a quick step. The light grew brighter, and Leven could see a person in the midst of it.

It was a woman.
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She wore a short green gown and had hair the color of sunny water. She was caught in a teardrop-shaped cage of metal that hung from the ceiling by a thick chain. Her skin was white but glowed slightly green. She had tiny feet and hands, and a face that looked like a brand-new flower after a long freeze. Her soft, sun-swept hair flowed down her back and twisted in the air like fine wire. She floated in her cage, looking like the filament of a bright bulb.

Leven loved her.

Her moaning increased as the Want stepped from the tunnel into the domed room where she hung. The ceiling was tiled with orange and yellow clay squares. Symbols Leven didn’t recognize were etched up and down the walls.

Leven and Clover stood there speechless. The woman’s beauty was unsurpassable, but the hurt in her eyes was equally devastating.

“Who is she?” Leven asked desperately.

“Quiet,” the Want said.

The woman looked at them and fluttered slightly higher in her cage.

“Why?” she asked the Want. “Why do you come back?”

“Silence,” the Want insisted. “You should thank me for the company, Phoebe.”

“It is a reminder of what I hunger for,” she cried. “A cruel picture of what I don’t possess.”

“I need the boy to lay eyes on you,” the Want said, ignoring her lament.

“What boy?” Phoebe asked, looking at Leven.

Leven was taller now than he had been only hours ago. The things he had experienced and been told on Lith had aged him quickly. His shoulders and arms were lean but strong, and he stood like a being that had wandered through a number of difficult experiences and somehow made it out.

“Look at him,” the Want demanded. “It’s Leven.”

Phoebe appeared bored.

“She’s a longing,” the Want explained. “And she is the very last of her kind.”

Leven walked around her slowly. Phoebe moved like liquid in a lava lamp, up and down, expanding and contracting in a hypnotic manner.

“She’s beautiful,” Leven said, still dizzy from the snakes.

“Few beings even remember the existence of her kind,” the Want continued. “We’ve removed all mention and illustration of them from our history.”

Leven looked concerned.

The Want grabbed the bars of Phoebe’s cage and shook it violently. “She can’t be buried,” he said, disgusted. “Her being repels the dirt. She can’t starve to death—the very air feeds her—and water won’t steal her breath. She can age, but it’s slow.”

“Let me free,” Phoebe said, “and I will bother no one.”

Leven moved closer to her.

“She was placed here at the end of the wars,” the Want said, as if he were talking about an inanimate object that he had hanging on his wall. “She was not easy to capture. There was great discussion about what to do with her, but we had to be certain not only that metal was disposed of but that those who longed to work with it would feel the very desire disappear.”

“There’s always more to desire,” Phoebe said sadly.

“True,” the Want shook. “Unfortunately, the desire for self needs no additional representation in Foo. Those with dark hearts and an ear for the soil have found ranker things than metal to lust for.”

“My bondage is the reason for Foo’s failings,” Phoebe said urgently. “There’s a balance. Fate cannot move as it should without longing.”

The Want waved her words away. “You say things I have no concern for. Fate has placed you on a path that will end with your quiet death. Unless . . .”

The Want looked at Leven as if he would finish the thought.

Leven shook his foggy head, wishing he could think clearly. The woman he saw wasn’t a threat to anything but maybe ugliness. She hung there like a solution to all things dirty and sordid. Her eyes made Leven question his own creation. He felt like a second-rate being in her presence.

“You must know that she is here,” the Want said to Leven. “Look at her.”

Leven couldn’t stop himself from doing so. The feelings she brought to life were so strong and alive that they seemed to weigh Leven’s shoulders down. He tried to smile at her, but his gaping mouth wouldn’t work properly.

“Why?” Leven finally managed to ask. “Why is she here?”

“Foo has many layers,” the Want said. “Too many do what they think is correct based on what their eyes see. But Foo is a place where you can’t rely on your eyes to tell you everything. You, Leven, are not like the other souls who have stepped into this realm. You’re a part of the story—a fork in the road—and the future of Foo looks to divide where you stand. Phoebe is a distraction. She is a part of Foo’s past that has not been completely taken care of.”

“I don’t understand,” Leven said honestly.

Phoebe began to moan and cry again.

“Can’t you let her go?” Leven pleaded.

“I hold the key,” the Want said. “But it will not be my hand that turns the lock.”

“Give it to me, then,” Leven insisted, a bit of sour flowing back into his veins. “Let me free her.”

Phoebe moved to the bars, her face changing as a glimmer of hope brightened her expression. The Want smiled.

“Isn’t the fight for metal over?” Leven reasoned. “You won. She should be freed.”

“No!” the Want snapped.

Phoebe sobbed.

“I’ve done what I needed,” the Want said. “I’ve told you of your task, Leven, and shown you the longing. Fate will not let you forget. Now we must go.”

“I won’t leave her,” Leven said, closing his eyes and wishing his gift into action.

“There’s no future to change,” the Want laughed, picking up on what Leven was trying to do. “Fate has yet to pick a course of action. Your gift is useless here. Now, follow me.”

Leven’s heart boiled. His eyes were reluctant to glow, but he could feel a pull inside himself, shifting his soul around. He couldn’t tell if it was the sour that had been extracted from him or if he really cared for Phoebe. Either way, Phoebe’s cries were so sincere and so mournful that Leven couldn’t bring himself to walk away.

“She’ll be here when you return,” the Want insisted. “Now come.”

“No.”

The Want turned to Leven. His eyes were still covered by the hem of his hood, but Leven could feel him looking right at him.

“I’m not leaving her.”

Phoebe began to shine.

“Dim your luster,” the Want said to Phoebe. “You’ll not be freed today.”

“Then I’ll remain here,” Leven insisted. “She needs me.”

“That’s just the snake talking,” the Want growled. “I should have done this sooner.”

He raised his right hand, and Leven was lifted from the ground. The Want flexed his fingers, and Leven began to shrink.

“What’s . . .” Leven tried to say, but his mouth was shrinking so rapidly he couldn’t get the words out.

The Want’s right hand moved in a circular motion as his left hand extracted a small wooden box from his robe. Leven shrank even further as Phoebe cried violently. Leven became two feet tall, then a foot, and then only a few inches. He was floating in the air like a giant dust mite.

The Want willed him closer, and Leven flew across the room directly toward the Want. Leven’s arms and legs were kicking and flailing. The Want placed him into the small wooden box. He snapped the lid shut and commanded Phoebe to hush.

She didn’t listen, choosing instead to cry louder.

“Your emotions will be the death of many,” the Want cried.

He turned and moved back down the tunnel with the box in hand. He had one last place he needed to take Leven.
  

Chapter Twenty-Six

Waking Up on the Wrong Side of the World
 

Headaches are a funny thing. Not funny like people-who-buy-the-wrong-size-of-shoes-and-try-to-run funny, but funny like toothaches and jammed toes. Some headaches are the result of something. For instance, maybe your neighbors just bought a new stereo and they enjoy playing it all night. And when you talk to them about it the next day, they tell you that they’re moving and you get a headache because you cry for hours thinking about how much you’ll miss them and their music. Some headaches come from hitting your noggin too hard against something immovable or stubborn. And some headaches are the consequence of having something dark and evil control your mind and then having that dark and evil thing die, leaving you confused and wounded.

That was the kind of headache Tim had.

After he had fallen on Dennis and knocked himself out, he had lain on the forest floor for hours before finally coming to. When he did regain consciousness, his head felt like a piñata that thousands of energetic children had vigorously beaten upon.

“Owwww,” he moaned, sitting up.

He looked around. The sun was rising and he was covered in cold morning dew. He couldn’t remember anything about the last couple of weeks. He remembered meeting someone and beginning to build something, but he couldn’t clearly recall why.

Tim stood up slowly, leaning against a tall pine tree. He stepped like a person who had just been given someone else’s legs to try out.

Slowly.

He stumbled out of the trees and looked at the lake. The water was calm, and a small boat was moving across the surface like a boxy swan.

“I think I’m in Germany,” Tim said, unsure of so many things.

He walked carefully through the trees and around the lake. His body felt sore and his hands and arms were scratched and bruised. A small footpath lay between the trees like a frayed ribbon. Tim walked the trail, feeling his strength build. The sound of a trumpet playing on the water echoed off the surrounding mountains.

Tim’s soul was stirred and shaken.

“Wendy,” he said, remembering his family and realizing that it had been some time since he had talked to them.

Tim began to run. At first his knees protested, but with each stride his legs relaxed and let him move as fast as he wanted to. Soon he reached the outskirts of Berchtesgaden. His head throbbed.

Tim entered the first gasthaus he saw.

“Phone?” he asked the woman waiting tables, his breath short and labored. “Phone I can use?”

The woman looked at Tim like he was a walking pile of trash. With disgust she pointed to a pay phone near the back door. Tim stepped up to it and picked up the receiver. He suddenly had no idea what to do. He couldn’t remember the number to dial to reach his family. The operator came on, speaking in German, and asked if she could help him.

Speaking in English, Tim said he couldn’t understand her.

She asked again in English, and Tim told her that he needed to get ahold of his wife, Wendy.

“Could you be a bit more specific?” the operator questioned.

“She has long, dark hair,” Tim tried desperately. “And we live in Iowa. I’m sorry, but my head is so confused.”

“Well, we’re getting closer,” the operator said kindly. “Dark hair and in Iowa. Does she live in a certain city?”

It all began coming back to Tim, except for the address and telephone number. He told the operator how tall Wendy was, what she was wearing when he had seen her last, how old his boys were, and what they both liked to do in their spare time. He described their house and their cars and his job. The operator, tired of the same boring conversations she usually had with other people, just let Tim talk. And by the time he had said it all, he finally remembered the street he lived on.

“I’ve got the number right here,” the operator said. “Have a nice day.”

Tim thanked her and waited.

The phone finally rang.

It rang again, and again, and again and again. After ten rings, a slightly less kind and much less human computer operator came on the line and informed Tim that the party he was trying to reach was not available. The computerized voice suggested that he call back another time.

Tim hung up.

The top of the phone box was metal, and as Tim put the receiver back he could see his reflection in it. He had a black eye and four deep scratches across his left cheek. There was a bruise on his neck, and the small amount of hair he had was sticking straight up. A patch of it was missing from above his left ear. He looked down at his beat-up arms and hands.

“What happened to me?” he wondered.

Tim’s question was drowned out by the worried voice of a woman nearby. “Three hours,” she wailed.

The woman was sitting at a table with a man and three children. Tim could tell they were U.S. citizens by the American flag shirts they were wearing and their loud, English-speaking voices. Plus, their little boy was holding a cupcake with a small plastic American flag sticking out of the top of it.

“Maybe they’re all done,” the man said with unease. “Maybe it’s over.”

“I hope so,” the woman quivered.

Tim looked at them. “Is everything okay?” he asked.

The man looked Tim up and down. The woman didn’t even look up.

“We’re just talking about the War on Normalism,” the man said, referencing the name a large news media outlet had given the strange occurrences going on around the globe.

“War on Normalism?” Tim asked.

“Bugs, walking buildings, flying dirt, clouds,” the woman practically screamed. “They’re even in people’s dreams. I just want to get back home.”

She pulled the plastic flag out of her son’s cupcake and halfheartedly waved it.

“The president is getting troops together,” the man said. “And an army in Africa captured a bunch of bugs.”

The woman cried.

Tim looked at his hands. His head was still pounding and his body ached, but he was beginning to recall his part in all of this.

“Thanks,” Tim said, stepping away.

Unfortunately for Tim, it was all coming back to him.
  

Chapter Twenty-Seven

A Chance to Stretch
 

Azure sat comfortably in a small weld as giftless nits pulled him along the winding road. Behind his weld stretched two long ropes. At the end of one of the ropes Geth was tethered; the other one dragged Winter. The road was made of stone, with deep black trenches running along the sides of it. Moss wove itself like netting up the cliff walls and overhead like a great green shade.

Azure threw a couple of sharp stones at the backs of the nits pulling him, prompting them to move faster. “Make haste,” he yelled. “The time’s coming quickly.”

The giftless nits pulled harder, causing the weld to roll faster and forcing Geth and Winter to pick up their pace.

“So this is Lith?” Winter asked Geth. “I expected it to be friendlier.”

“The Want will straighten things out,” Geth said. “Azure will pay for this.”

Geth whispered his threat so casually that Winter felt doomed.

They had reached the shore of Lith hours ago. Azure had bound them both to the back of a small, carriagelike craft called a weld. The weld was round and rolled on one spongy ball that balanced itself with each rotation. The wind was blowing up and down. Geth could feel air hit him from above and then bounce back up to hit him under the chin.

“Are you doing all right?” Geth asked Winter.

“Perfect,” she said. “Nothing like being dragged to your death.”

“It’s cold here,” Geth said reflectively.

“Is that a problem?” Winter asked. “Is there some sort of rule in Foo that you can’t take the life of someone who has traveled to Reality and back on a particularly cold day?”

“You need to rest your fears,” Geth said kindly. “All that lies ahead is what’s meant to be. The temperature is an issue due to the fact that each of the thirteen stones’ climates is contingent upon the state of mind of its master. The Want must be in a chilly mood.”

“Great,” Winter said. “Let’s knit him a sweater.”

Geth smiled.

“How can you do that?” Winter asked.

“Do what?”

“Smile.”

Geth looked at Winter and seemed to be trying not to smile as he stepped over a small pile of loose red rocks. Winter looked away from Geth and placed her gaze on her own footing.

“You know,” Geth said. “You’ve aged.”

“Nice,” Winter replied. “Just what every girl wants to hear. Well, you’re shorter.”

“Age isn’t a punishment,” Geth said. “It’s a reward. You have changed from a child to a woman who has the power to correct all of this.”

“If that were true, I would.”

The ropes they were attached to pulled temporarily taut, jerking them three large steps forward until there was some slack again.

“I have to say,” Winter continued, “I was sort of expecting a different welcome than the one we’ve gotten.”

“Here in Lith?” Geth questioned.

“I meant here in Foo.”

“You have no memory,” Geth pointed out. “How could you expect anything?”

“Is this how you thought it would be when you had Leven and me step in?”

“To be frank, I didn’t know what to expect,” Geth said. “Foo was in turmoil when you and I left. In some ways I’m happy it has held together like it has because with Leven here we can bring balance and perhaps even growth.”

“Growth?” Winter asked, stumbling slightly.

“Foo stopped expanding years ago,” Geth said. “The borders keep us from knowing anything more. The only change we’ve had is due to the dreams coming in. If fate is kind, not only will Leven bring new life to our land, but dreams will reach a completely new level.”

“And Leven will do all this?”

“Yes,” Geth said with certainty.

“How?”

Azure turned around and looked down the length of the ropes to where Geth and Winter were tied. He threw a fistful of rocks at the backs of the giftless nits who were pulling him.

“Run!” he screamed.

The nits struggled to move faster. Geth’s and Winter’s arms were yanked violently forward.

It may have been a rather powerful and painful moment, full of tension and risk, but they had been only a few hundred feet away from their destination when Azure had ordered them to hurry. So, as quickly as he had commanded them to hurry, he had to begin begging them to stop.

The nits came to a dusty stop forty feet past the gate they needed to go through. Azure had to climb out and walk back forty paces before he could start acting superior again. He ordered two of the nits to follow him.

The crumbling brick gateway opened into a maze of stone walls and tall trees. Azure touched the wall at a certain point, and a blue line warmed and moved along the walls showing the way to go.

Azure looked at Geth sideways. Geth stood up as tall as he could.

“I suggest you stay close,” Azure said, confused over Geth’s height. “Those beings that remain trapped in these walls are very hungry, and what with your mortal condition and all . . .”

“I thought we were going to die anyway,” Winter said coolly, stealing the sting of Azure’s threat.

“Well, stay close or I will beat you within an inch of your life and then drag your wounded body behind me. That includes you two.” Azure glared at the two nits who were unfortunate enough to have been chosen to tag along. He instructed both of them to hold fast to Geth and Winter.

The nits obeyed.

As they all stepped farther into the maze, the stone walls grew in height. Two turns later and Winter couldn’t see anything but towering black rock all around her. The stone was textured, and each section and direction looked identical. If someone had spun her around she would have been lost simply standing there.

Winter looked carefully at the thin blue line. A current ran through it indicating the direction they should move. She did her best to keep up, realizing that perhaps there really were things worse than death, like being trapped within stone walls with deranged beings looking for a way out.

Geth didn’t speak, silently counting the footsteps he was taking.

Azure looked at Geth. “If you are counting footsteps, it will do you no good,” he said. “These walls, like most stones in Foo, grow bored, and they will shift when they please. Without some help, it’s impossible to get out.”

Azure pointed to the blue line on the wall, the whole half of his neck and shoulder covered in blood from his rancid ear.

“Wouldn’t the blue line shift as well?” Winter asked sharply.

“You’re a real joy to have around,” Azure mocked.

“And you’ve added the word impossible to your vocabulary,” Geth said sadly.

“The line shifts as needed,” Azure seethed. “And in your absence, Geth, we’ve discovered that there truly are some things that are impossible. Once again our ancestors were wrong. We fight now to change all of that.”

“You don’t fight,” Geth laughed. “You’re too cowardly for that. Letting rants do your bidding and giftless nits carry you around. Your father would die of shame if he knew what his son was doing.”

“My father?” Azure said, frothing at the mouth. “My father is buried in the Swollen Forest in a hole deeper than four of you. I know this to be a fact because I buried him.”

Geth’s eyes darkened.

“Don’t tell me about courage,” Azure screamed. “I have done things that you and your soft soul would never be able to dream up, let alone take care of. Now I will finish off the great Geth and the thorn of Winter. And I’ll soon sleep soundly in Reality with more power than I ever thought possible.”

“The soil lies,” Geth said boldly.

“What?” Azure barked, stepping up to look Geth directly in the face.

“The soil lies,” Geth repeated. “Do you think I don’t know of what lies beneath it? I have watched every step I have ever taken in Foo for fear of standing still too long and being overtaken by the voices of those who have died before me. I saw firsthand what the Dearth could do with the soil, how he used it to control Sabine. And I wonder now if there are any in Foo who have not stood still too long and let this happen to them.”

“Shut up,” Azure screamed, scratching at his ear like a dog going for a flea. “You understand nothing. You don’t know what you’re talking about. I am in control of myself, while you wait for fate to show you your bleak future.”

“I don’t believe your—”

“Shut up!” Azure raged.

The two nits trembled with anxiety as Azure stepped faster.

The maze seemed to wander on forever. Geth and Winter had turned so many corners and gone so many different directions that if it had not been for the sky they would have had no hope that something besides black rock existed. Twice they passed other lost souls. One had evidently wandered in the maze for many weeks. He was emaciated and could barely crawl. It broke Winter’s heart to just leave him there.

“Can’t we take him with us?” Winter argued.

“No,” Azure insisted. “Let him die.”

“It’s fate that we came across him,” Geth said. “I’ll carry him.”

“You’ll do no such thing,” Azure said. “Fate has no say in your actions. I, however, do.”

The giftless nits pulled Geth and Winter away from the man. Two turns later, Geth knew that even if he could have turned back, he would probably not have been able to find the man.

“There’s so much selfishness,” Geth said to Winter. “Before, it was mostly a small group of dissatisfied cogs and rants who thought only of themselves. Now it’s the very lithens who were sworn to protect Foo.”

“There’s still hope?” Winter asked skeptically.

“Of course.”

After an hour of working their way through the maze of stone, they took a final turn and moved straight up against the side of a cliff. The maze seemed to dead-end up against the wall. Azure’s blue line disappeared inches before the stop.

“I thought you said your line would shift?” Winter said, far more panic in her voice than she would have preferred to show.

Azure stepped up to the stone wall and pushed his left shoulder into the rock with ease. Moving at an angle, he worked his entire body into the rock wall.

“Wow,” Geth said. “I haven’t seen that before.”

One of the giftless nits tried going straight in, but the solid wall stopped him. He turned just a bit and slid in diagonally.

Geth mimicked the move, and in a couple of seconds he was back behind the cliff wall standing by Azure. Four seconds later Winter and the second nit were beside them.

“What is that?” Geth said with curiosity.

“The result of the Want messing with light and angles,” Azure said. “There are a few spots on the island where his tinkering didn’t work out so well.”

The ground behind the wall sloped in a circular pattern. The group spiraled down around massive stalagmites. Water trickled across the trail they were walking on.

“We’re heading down,” Geth commented.

“Reality has made you brilliant,” Azure laughed.

As they descended, the stalagmites began to change. They became thinner and thinner until they rose to the ceiling looking like iron bars. Geth touched one and shivered. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised by the presence of metal,” he said.

“There should be no shock,” Azure said. “The Council of Wonder has always interpreted the law as it wished. Of course, now there is no council.”

“Our interpretation used to be for good,” Geth argued.

“Such a simple mind,” Azure laughed.

Azure stepped aside as the giftless nits pulled Geth and Winter past him and on into a large metal cage. The bars ran from ceiling to floor in a triangle pattern, creating a prison room no bigger than a small bedroom. Once in the cage, the nits became nervous and moved to get out. Before either of them made it, Azure waved his kilve and knocked the heavy gate closed.

“How quaint,” Azure said, wincing, his ear so painful he had to bend over.

“You can leave us here, but the Want will find me,” Geth said confidently.

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Azure said. “In fact, I can promise you that the Want has no interest in you anymore. He sent me to finish you.”

“That can’t be,” Geth whispered.

“The Want has changed,” Azure hissed. “I suppose now there’s no harm in you knowing that.”

“Changed?”

“He no longer cares for Foo.”

“I don’t believe it,” Geth said tightly.

“Whose idea do you think your death was?” Azure asked, his ear so swollen it looked like he was holding a bloody orange to the side of his head. “Lith is dying. By the morning its soil will be added to the gloam. And your corpse will give it energy to reach. It’s my gift to the cause.”

“No,” Geth said in shock.

“Lith’s soil is a gift from the Want himself,” Azure smiled. “The gloam will grow rapidly.”

“It will be able to reach the fourth stone,” Geth calculated out loud.

“And possibly the fifth as well,” Azure added, his blue eyes flashing with smugness.

“Leven’s still out there,” Winter said. “You have no control over him.”

Azure smiled. “I’ve not yet had the privilege of meeting Leven,” he said. “But he soon will perform the one task the Want is most in need of. Poor boy, at this very moment he’s walking blindly into a trap, and there’s not so much as a common cog to help him.”

“Please, Azure,” Geth begged, his voice more desperate than Winter had ever heard before. “Leven’s just a boy. You can’t let the Want harm him. You once stood for the good of Foo. That Azure can’t be too far gone.”

“Such pathetic words,” Azure said. “Even before Sabine destroyed you, I had thoughts of silencing you. You do understand that the reason Sabine was able to put you in the seed was because of the power of the Want?”

Geth’s eyes grew cloudy.

“He knew your soul and your dreams,” Azure smiled. “He felt certain that you would never agree to what needed to be done. It also seemed that there would be no one better than you to get Leven back. What is it the dirty tharms say? Oh yes, ’burying two nits with one hole.’”

“Where’s Leven now?” Winter asked.

“Hundreds of feet above us,” Azure answered. “I would assume that at the moment he’s being told what he needs to do to save Foo. Too bad he doesn’t understand how difficult a time the Want has telling the truth these days.”

“So the Want never planned to save Foo?” Winter questioned.

“The Want’s plan doesn’t run parallel with that of the Dearth,” Azure said hotly. “But they will both serve each other in the end.”

“But the gateway is gone,” Winter argued. “Leven destroyed it.”

“Do you think we would have let Leven ruin the only way out?”

Geth put his head into his bound hands.

“There’s another gateway?” Winter asked Geth.

Geth didn’t answer. He lifted his head and stared at Azure.
 A small fire burned behind his eyes as his entire body painfully absorbed the knowledge.

“But why did Sabine try to stop us from getting back?” Winter asked.

“Sabine,” Azure laughed. “What a worthless nit. He became a liability years ago, so consumed with returning to Reality quickly that he sidestepped strategy and saw no need to appease the Want by having Leven enter Foo. Sabine and his shadows became far more powerful than we were able to control or influence. He wanted out too badly. Now Reality has killed him. Had he structured his passion, he would be alive and about to taste success alongside the Dearth.”

“There can’t be another gateway,” Winter insisted. “Where is it?”

“There is, and I don’t know,” Azure said. “But the Want is willing to trade us the location and the means to open it—all for the measly price of destroying you two and, of course, taking care of Leven. Something I would have done for free.”

Winter felt sick.

The giftless nits in the cage began to weep and complain. “Let us out,” they cried. “We’ve done nothing.”

“Your souls will feed the soil as well,” Azure said. “Of course, giftless souls are hardly a meal.”

Azure pulled at his swollen ear, grimacing at his own touch. “Take heart, Geth,” he boasted. “Your death will give the troops great hope in the cause.”

He turned and walked off, leaving Geth and Winter to die in relative privacy. The two giftless nits sobbed softly.

“Are you worried now?” Winter asked Geth.

Geth didn’t smile.
  

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Don’t Let the Box Bugs Bite
 

There are few things as bothersome as being shoved into a small space for any amount of time. Claustrophobia is an ugly condition. Who in their right mind enjoys having no room to move and little or no air to breathe? Imagine being buried alive, or stuck in a heating vent while trying to overhear someone’s personal conversation down below.

Horrible.

I once spent an entire afternoon in a barrel in an effort to elude some pesky assailants. The ruse worked, but I have been even less enthusiastic ever since about volunteering for anything involving barrels or limited space.

It seems as if it would be equally uncomfortable to be shrunk and placed in a tiny wooden box. True, your body would be smaller, but it would still be dark, bothersome, and concerning.

Leven was experiencing just such a fate.

The Want had made him as small as a toy action figure and placed him in a little box for easier transportation. Currently the box was tucked under the Want’s left arm, and the Want was walking with jostling purpose toward the highest roundlands of Lith.

Inside the box Leven stretched his legs, trying to brace himself and keep his body from knocking around. The walls of the box were lined with a soft fabric that made it impossible to get a solid grip anywhere. The smell of something fruity that had occupied the box before Leven was strong and disgusting.

“Let me out,” Leven yelled, knowing that nobody could hear him, but feeling he should at least yell something. “Let me out!”

The box shook even more.

Leven slid swiftly on his back to the opposite edge of the box and hit his head up against the side. His chest hurt from thoughts of Phoebe being locked up and left alone. He reached to rub his head and the box turned completely over, throwing Leven down against the inside of the lid, which still had big globs of fruit stuck to it.

Leven’s right hand pushed into one of the globs. The box flipped again, and Leven dangled from the lid, his wrist caught in the fruit.

The predicament gave him an idea.

Leven reached up with his other hand and scraped off a rotted chunk of fruit. He lifted his right leg and smeared a bit on the bottom of his shoe. He then shook his wrist loose and fell back onto the floor of the box. Leven jammed his left hand into the corner and his right hand into the crack where the sides of the box met up. He stuck his left foot against the other side, wedging himself in and giving him some stability.

“Perfect,” he said.

The idea worked for a few minutes. But the Want was moving too fast, and as the box bounced up and down, Leven was having a hard time staying put in the inside corner of it. His foot slipped first, then his hand, and when the box was flipped upside down again, Leven’s stomach pushed into the mushy fruit on the inside of the lid, smearing bits of it all over.

He hung suspended for a few moments and then began to rock gently back and forth. The fruit snapped and Leven fell to the floor of the box, frantically trying to grab ahold of something to stop him from tumbling about. He rolled from end to end, lightly spreading the rotten fruit with his body.

He was flipped back up into the lid, pushing even more rank fruit out and down. The slick, soft walls made it easy for the decaying food to bleed out.

Leven made the mistake of touching his face.

The box dropped a few inches, and Leven plopped down face first against the bottom of it. His arms and legs were spread-eagled, each of them glued to the sticky fabric. The entire front of him was now adhesive as well, his chest and face pressing into the fabric.

Leven was stuck.

He tried to yell for help, but each time he opened his mouth the taste of putrid fruit filled it. The only good news, if you could call it that, was that he was no longer knocking about the box.

The Want walked faster.

The box spun in the Want’s robe pocket like a pinwheel. Leven could tell from the movement that the Want was moving up some stairs. Leven half wished he was out to climb them himself.

Leven’s face was pinned to the floor, but he could see small dots of white light flashing inside the box. The light increased until Leven felt like he was in center field in an arena where every spectator was taking flash photos. If his arms hadn’t been stuck to the floor, he would have covered his eyes.

As the flashing continued, Leven could see that the pinpoints of light were coming from the open mouths of very tiny bugs. They seemed to ooze out of the walls, opening their mouths to expose their miniscule flashing teeth as they consumed small bits of fruit.

It would have been interesting if Leven had been looking at them under a microscope, but watching them ravenously attack the fruit droppings as they circled closer was a tad unsettling.

Leven felt the first one on his ankle. It bit down with a solid crunch.

Leven screamed, letting the taste of bad fruit fill his mouth. The bugs moved back, startled. A few seconds later they were flashing Leven again.

One reached his arm, and Leven’s ensuing scream temporarily scared them back for a few more seconds.

“Clover!”

A bug bit Leven on his backside, prompting Leven to scream the loudest yet. The box went completely dark.

“Want!” Leven yelled, not knowing what else to call him.

The box was still dark.

“Anybody!”

The box slowly began to flash to life with the advance of more bugs.

Leven closed his eyes.

His gift had not worked ever since he had set foot on Lith, and he didn’t expect it to be any different now. He had closed his eyes simply to avoid seeing his painful immediate future. Even in his state he couldn’t help thinking that everything would be fine if he could just see Phoebe again.
  

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Splinters
 

The Rove Valley was filled to capacity, creatures and beings spilling up over the rolling hills and mountain slopes that created it. For many months now, Lore Coils and lobs had been drifting across the whole of Foo, subtly inviting any who longed for Reality to take up arms and gather in the Rove Valley.

It looked to Janet as if the message had gotten out.

There were pockets of nits and cogs and palehi and echoes. There were also legions of black skeletons that had come from the mountains behind Morfit. And, of course, there were rows and rows of rants.

Janet had stayed with the echoes and spent most of her time standing near Osck. He was tall and still liked her reflection on his limbs.

The entire valley was buzzing over recent events. The rants were taking on fewer shapes than ever before. It seemed as if the dreams of people in Reality were condensing themselves. Almost every rant now was either half telt, avaland, sarus, hazen, or building. Those rants who were cursed with a left side of brick and mortar were fairly useless and had planted themselves in one large group over by the far end of the valley waiting for someone in Reality to dream of something less heavy.

There was also some movement in the valley. A large group of rants had been sent out weeks ago to gather on the shore below the Sentinel Fields where the gloam jutted out. Since their departure, steady waves of reinforcements had left daily to follow in their tracks and meet up with them.

Those still in the valley were beside themselves with the possibility of something finally happening to reconnect them to Reality.

Osck sat down by Janet on a dead fantrum tree. He looked at her large reflection in the side of his arm. In the past day he had grown even more attached to her, talking often of the two of them being more than just friends. Janet had wanted to point out how impossible that was, but it seemed as if impossible things were always happening in Foo anyway, and she rather enjoyed the attention.

“We will leave tomorrow,” Osck said.

“Why?” Janet asked.

“All the echoes are ready.”

“I’ll go with you?” Janet asked carefully.

“Of course. I would stay if you didn’t.”

Janet smiled sadly.

“You’re so odd,” Osck said. “There’s no one here like you.”

“It’s different in Reality,” Janet replied, her whole being so much softer than it had once been. “In Reality there are many like me.”

“Glorious,” Osck exclaimed. “And in Reality we will be free. We will be able to bounce off every surface and texture.”

Janet was quiet.

“Your face is longer than usual,” Osck said with concern.

“It won’t work,” Janet admitted. “I can’t understand how I can see that you will fail when nobody else does.”

“You doubt because you don’t know anything of Foo.”

“I know that if we do make it back, you will drift off into the sunlight and disappear. And I will most likely return to being who I have always been.”

Osck tried to touch Janet consolingly under her chins. “You’ll live there,” he said. “And I’ll sit next to you there like I do here.”

“I don’t want to sit anymore,” Janet said sadly. “I don’t even want to see myself again.”

Janet had been through so much in the past little while. She had seen things of unbelievable complication and beauty. She had also witnessed acts of great selfishness and foolishness. And, even though Osck’s presence was a comfort to her, it was the words of the boulder that had moved her most.
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Janet wanted to reach.

She had not even extended her arms in Reality. Now, she was unable to touch or reach in any fashion. She desperately wanted to hold Osck, or feel the ground, or even comb her hair.

Janet wanted to reach.

She could see Winter in her mind, and she began to cry.

“I’m not sure it’s wise to be near you when you are dripping,” Osck said, afraid the tears might affect his fiery skin.

“They might hurt you if they were real,” Janet said, foolishly wiping at the non-tears on her cheeks.

“Why are you doing that?” Osck asked kindly.

“I ruined my chance in Reality,” Janet said with embarrassment. “I lost my own daughter.”

“Well, then, the war will give you another go,” Osck said seriously. “The Sochemists have promised an end to our pain.”

Janet smiled at Osck. Never in a billion years would she have thought that she would end up sitting next to someone like him. And never in a trillion years would she have thought that she would allow herself to care for something like him.

“You’ll get a second chance,” Osck reaffirmed.

Janet smiled sincerely, and from that moment on she was a changed whisp. She was fully and wholeheartedly committed to the war. True, she had no real idea whom she would be fighting, or what it would take to win, but she knew she would give up everything for the chance to reach one more time.

ii

The day was spectacular. Warm weather had settled into the valley, and tourists by the hundreds had descended upon Berchtesgaden to eat fish and listen to the echo of the trumpets. Boats moved across the water constantly, taking people to St. Bartholomew’s Cathedral to look at the lake from a different angle and wait for a ride back. The smell of fried fish and sound of polka music filled the light blue sky.

It had been a full twelve hours since anything odd had been reported in the world, and people felt a bit of hope creeping back into their lives.

The green water lay flat, like an emerald mirror, and swans hovered around the docks hoping that the generosity of men would move tourists to toss bread crumbs and fill their gullets.

It would have taken someone with binoculars and nothing interesting to look at to notice a small, bubbling circle near the far edge of the lake.

From out of the bubbles rose a very wet and browbeaten Dennis.

“You call that swimming?” Ezra spat, shaking water from his tassel. “If I had a newborn baby sister wearing a tutu and a tiara, she would have swum less girllike.”

“I’m not a good swimmer,” Dennis apologized.

“You can thank me for pointing that out,” Ezra said angrily.

“It doesn’t work,” Dennis said. “You saw me. I stood there on the bottom of it. The gateway doesn’t work.”

Dennis was back to his old self. Every bit of Sabine had been blown from him and destroyed. He still had faint lines covering his body, but they didn’t move and were no longer black.

The experience of being controlled by Sabine had also left Dennis with a bit of a backbone. It was as if a part of him remembered being aggressive and now wasn’t about to let go of the feeling. He still wore his white shirt and wrinkle-proof pants. The water had washed his sticker off.

“Leave it to you to build something faulty,” Ezra barked. “I wish I had listened to myself.”

“It wasn’t just me that built it,” Dennis pointed out. “Where’s that other guy?”

“Who?”

“The guy with the baseball cap.”

“It’s not ringing a bell,” Ezra said, bothered.

“The one you stabbed and made fall on me?”

“Tony?”

“Maybe,” Dennis faltered.

“I think he’s dead.”

Dennis looked down at the ground.

Ezra shook. He looked at Dennis and blinked his single eye.

Ezra couldn’t remember his birth. He knew he had come from the tree that had stood as Geth. He also knew that Geth had tossed him aside, leaving Ezra to deal with all the hatred and anger Geth had once possessed. Ezra could also remember bits and pieces of Foo. He had thought meeting up with Sabine was fateful, but now he could see that the fate involved was much more subtle. Ezra hated to admit it, but he seemed to have learned something.

Ezra’s tiny body burned.

He had been getting stronger every hour. His enamel body made him almost unbreakable. Now, if he could just suffocate his hate long enough to interpret his feelings, he would be able to understand the impressions of Foo that were coming on stronger and stronger every minute.

“I think I know something,” Ezra seethed.

“Like what?” Dennis asked, unstrapping his oxygen tank.

“Your mouth is moving,” Ezra mocked, ignoring Dennis’s question. “There’s something I know.”

“I’ve had that feeling before,” Dennis admitted.

“I find that hard to believe,” Ezra sneered. “Now, if you’ll please push up your lower jaw and stare into another direction.”

Dennis closed his mouth and turned around as Ezra struggled with his own mind. There was something Geth now knew that very few others did.

“Geth,” Ezra growled. “What a pile of flesh.”

“Do you remember what you know yet?” Dennis asked, still facing the other direction.

“Quiet,” Ezra yelled.

“I could swim to the gateway again,” Dennis said, trying to appease Ezra.

“Why don’t you do that,” Ezra said angrily. “But this time don’t take any air, and chain yourself to the bottom of it until it works.”

“But then . . . oh,” Dennis replied, getting the implication of Ezra’s words.

The sound of trumpets echoing off the mountains filled the air. It was so calming that Ezra forgot Dennis’s less-than-snappy comeback. Squirrels ran down a nearby tree, and a car horn sounded in the far distance.

Ezra’s thoughts cleared. There had been a few times in his life when he had felt a connection to Geth. He knew he had come from him, but for the most part Ezra felt only hatred and spite for the person who had left him to be the angry toothpick he now was. But in this one clear moment, Ezra could feel that somewhere Geth had just learned something so huge that the knowledge was affecting even Ezra.

“There’s a second gateway,” Ezra said suddenly, the statement popping out of his mouth like a well-cooked piece of toast.

“What?” Dennis asked excitedly.

“There’s a second gateway,” Ezra said deliciously, rubbing his tiny hands together. “Of course there is. Thank you, Geth, and your weak, surprised emotions.”

“Is this gateway near?”

Ezra looked Dennis up and down. “Why? Scared of a little effort?” he snipped.

“No, I was—”

“Was is such a stupid word,” Ezra said. “I don’t know where the gateway is exactly, but I know what direction we should head. We are going to go . . .”

Ezra pointed.

“West?” Dennis asked.

“I don’t know,” Ezra said defensively. “Is that west?”

Dennis turned and looked around, as did Ezra.

“I thought west was that direction?” Ezra said. “Over those trees.”

“No, that’s east,” Dennis said, pointing. “North, east, south, and west—’never eat soggy waffles.’”

Ezra stared at Dennis with rage in his single eye. “What holds the top of your head up?”

Dennis looked down.

“We are going west,” Ezra said.

Dennis shrugged and picked Ezra up. “What about Tony?” Dennis asked.

“He had his chance to be evil,” Ezra spat. “Good riddance.”

“I don’t know that I actually want to be evil either,” Dennis admitted.

“Oh, right,” Ezra corrected. “How about I’m evil and you get to experience something besides cleaning out sinks and emptying trash cans?”

“Sounds fair,” Dennis said.

Never had Ezra wished more for his own ability to walk better. Unfortunately for him, Dennis was necessary. There were some large limitations to being a toothpick. Ezra simply had to play nice until he got to where he needed to be and who he needed to become. Then, and only then, would Ezra finally be able to be himself.
  

Chapter Thirty

A Reversal of Proportion
 

Clover had stayed invisible but close to the Want. He had followed the Want through three tunnels, an endless wing of his house, and an outdoor garden that stretched upward for miles.

It was cold outside, and the temperature was dropping. The landscape on the edge of the gardens rolled like grassy waves. They were nearing the highest point of Lith, heading into the roundlands. The purple sky became gray with thin bands of gold weaving in and out of it. A set of brick stairs wound around and through the wide, humpbacked terrain. In the darkening sky, large numbers of rovens flew in all directions.

The Want was climbing the stairs with purpose, talking to himself. “Dreams are beginning,” he said. “Take this and go.”

There had been more than a hundred times when Clover had wished he could materialize and tell the Want to keep quiet. But Clover had seen enough of the Want’s endearing personality to realize that bossing him around was probably a foolish idea.

The Want had placed the box with Leven in his robe and not brought it out since. Clover thought about trying to steal it away, but he felt certain he would not succeed. He was pretty sure that even though the Want had said nothing to acknowledge it, he knew that Clover was there. Leven was Clover’s burn, and there was no way Clover would leave him at a time like this.

The wind picked up, and frosty black hazen drifted in circles around the roundlands. Clover looked back. The only bit of the Want’s home he could now see was the tower room that they had been in earlier.

“Taste what you wish,” the Want screamed to nobody in particular. “The pain will be in the digestion.”

The brick stairs crested the top of Lith, giving Clover a great view of the island’s highest ground. The roundlands were beautifully barren. Long grass swirled in flat circles under the fading sky while small cats sprinted like cheetahs in straight lines of four. A line of them crossed directly in front of the stairs. The Want waved his kilve and the creatures scattered in a flash.

Clover felt good about his decision to stay invisible.

In the distance the top of a large castle appeared, its skyline looking like square teeth in an expansive mouth of sky. The castle had large white flags flying from its three turrets. Emblazoned on each flag was the black silhouette of a roven skull.

The massive castle seemed to rise from the depths of Lith as they got closer. It stood as a dark, structured mountain. Backlit by the gold in the sky, the castle looked formidable and lonely.

“Feed yourself,” the Want waved at the wind. “Reach in my pockets and lose your life.”

Clover felt good about his decision not to try to steal the box.

Two giant rovens flew low through the sky and landed on the top of the castle, screeching.

“Wicked, wicked dreams,” the Want moaned. “How dare the human mind dream such things?”

The brick stairs led to the front of the castle, where a thin stream of robed nits were climbing off of rovens and making their way in.

The nits walked slowly, as if being drawn in by some unseen energy. The Want waved his hand, and they scattered in a flash of white light.

The castle door opened up and the Want walked through. All those in his way moved to the sides and corners to avoid his presence. The sound of chanting echoed off the walls.

The Want stepped off into a big room. A large, roaring fire was growling in the corner, and two furry chairs and a small table sat in the center of the room. The Want walked to the table and took the box from his robe. He set it down carelessly. He then waved, as if shooing away half a dozen flies, and walked out of the room.

Clover waited a good thirty seconds before he materialized near the box. He fumbled with the latch and opened it quickly.

There was a small doll stretched out facedown in the box. It took Clover a couple of seconds to register that the doll was actually Leven.

Leven moaned.

Clover reached in carefully and gripped Leven around the waist. He pulled gently at first, but when that didn’t work Clover tugged as hard as he could, ripping Leven from the box.

Leven screamed, still groggy from all the pain he had recently experienced.

Clover held him up and looked him over. Leven was covered in splotches of his own blood and smelled like the trash piles near Morfit. His clothes were wet with blood and his pants were ripped. The front of his hair looked ragged and torn.

Clover looked back in the box and realized that he had ripped some of Leven’s hair off when he yanked him out.

“Sorry,” Clover said.

Leven only mumbled.

“Are you okay?” Clover asked.

“Perfect,” Leven slurred, still trying to regain his composure.

“What was in that box?” Clover questioned, looking down into it.

“Bugs,” Leven managed to say. “And fruit.”

“That explains the smell,” Clover sniffed.

Leven glared at Clover with tiny glowing gold eyes.

“What?” Clover said self-consciously.

“I’m four inches tall.”

Clover smiled. “Here,” he said excitedly. “Try sitting on my shoulder.”

“What?”

“Like you’re my sycophant.”

“That’s okay,” Leven said. “Will this wear off?”

“I have no idea,” Clover shrugged, looking hurt. “The power of the Want is different from any other force in Foo. He can enter the shores of Sycophant Run anytime he pleases. Our claws have no effect on him.”

“Claws?” Leven asked.

Clover blushed. “Most sycophants get temporary claws while serving as posted pegs on Sycophant Run. Every sycophant, male and female, spends five years protecting our land. Here, just let me try to balance you on my head?”

“No,” Leven insisted. “Where are we?”

“The roundlands on top of Lith.”

“Are we far from where Phoebe is trapped?”

“She’s far beneath us,” Clover answered.

The door opened and Clover disappeared. The Want strode across the room as if his backside were on fire, the door closing soundly behind him. His eyes were still covered. In his right hand he held a folded robe. He stopped and looked at the open box. Leven stood there on the table trying not to look as weak and pathetic as he actually was.

“Where are we?” Leven asked.

“Quiet!” the Want said nervously.

“Where are Geth and Winter?”

“You have no need to ask such questions,” the Want commanded. “There’s an evil greater than you or I sneaking up on us even as we speak. You must be ready.”

“I can’t be ready like this,” Leven pointed out.

The Want’s body bubbled in and out, dimples and bumps the size of melons collapsing and billowing all over his body. He pulled his hood down and blew out.

Leven’s arms began to swell. His legs stretched and his chest and shoulders inflated like a folded balloon. He could feel a strong wind moving into his head and fingers. It felt like if he were to clip his nails, he would slowly leak air.

In a matter of moments Leven was as tall as, if not taller than, he had ever been. He looked down and noticed that his right foot was still tiny.

Leven cleared his throat and pointed to his foot.

The Want sighed and Leven’s foot expanded to normal. Leven fell back into one of the chairs.

“Give me grief again and you will go back in the box,” the Want moaned, wind puckering through the depressions in his body. “We’ve no time for your slow stride or delay. The darkness rises from the soil even as we stand.”

Leven was tempted to point out that he was sitting.

The Want handed Leven the folded robe. “Put this on,” he said. “We’ll not want anyone recognizing you.”

Leven put the robe on.

The doors blew open and amber light flooded the room and spilled up against the stone walls. The light crept up the walls like a rising watermark.

“The rage begins,” the Want said.

“The rage?”

“Thousands have gathered to feast on the chaos of dreams,” the Want said. “This castle is a conduit for dreams, and those who are addicted to the lives of others gather nightly to taste the wants of those in Reality.”

“Will I see a dream?” Leven asked, still never having experienced that for himself.

“You have not seen any?” the Want asked suspiciously.

Leven shook his head.

“Brilliant,” the Want smiled. “Fate’s a sneaky ride. You may very well see one tonight. Now, do you remember what I have told you?”

“About dreams?” Leven asked.

The Want howled and beat his own arms. “No!” he insisted. “About your purpose.”

“Tonight?” Leven asked, bile rising in his throat.

“Yes,” the Want said. “Even now, the evil rises above the soil like a weed. You must choke it out.”

“I don’t know what to do—”

“Stop,” the Want ordered. “You stand here for no other reason than to accomplish the task at hand. You destroyed the gateway, killed Sabine, and finished Jamoon so that you could stand where you now do and put to rest the real evil—the very voices that whisper from beneath the dust. Understand?”

Leven didn’t say anything.

“You must trust me.”

Leven nodded.

“You will be surrounded by darkness,” the Want whispered. “You will hear my voice in the dark, and as it sounds, an object will be placed before your feet. Use it.”

“I need to know what I’m doing,” Leven said nervously. “It’s one thing to face evil and attack it, but it is another to have to trust the words of someone I barely know.”

“Perhaps it would help you to know that what you will do will save the lives of Geth and Winter,” the Want said.

“It won’t harm them?”

“It’ll be your one chance to see them again.”

The Want trembled like he was full of hot gas and about to explode. His body rumbled in sections, shifting so as to lower his left arm while his right side raised. He twisted and stretched out his uneven arms—they then came together and pointed at Leven.

“Don’t ignore your fate, or the whole of Foo, as well as every dream in Reality, will be gone. You must pick up the burden, and you may well save the world. Nobody can take this from you but you.”

“I’m doing the right thing?” Leven said, sweating.

The Want shook.

“What about Phoebe?” Leven asked longingly.

“I showed her to you for a purpose,” the Want said. “That purpose will become clear in time. Now, you have other things to think about. The rage is beginning.”

He extended his right hand to Leven. Leven took it, surprised at how warm it was. The Want’s fingers were long and seemed to hold onto Leven’s hand with shocking tenderness.

The feeling was almost comforting.

“You will save the world,” the Want said, “or you and I will die tonight. And by the color of the moons in view, I don’t think fate is done showing off. The world must go on.”

Leven wanted never to let go of the Want’s hand. The feeling became stronger and stronger. He could see new things in his head—things he had never imagined or actually seen. He could feel a heightened sense of perception, and warmth spread over his entire body. Every fiber of his being seemed to wake up simultaneously. The tips of his long hair opened as if taking a breath.

“Will you be there?” Leven asked foggily.

“I cannot be,” the Want said. “But you will hear my voice.”

“I would be wrong not to try to save the world,” Leven said, more to himself than to anyone else.

“The future would be a dark place.”

The Want pulled Leven from the room and into the large hall. Hundreds of dark robed beings were still flowing into the castle like black blood cells. The ceilings were brushed with broad, fuzzy strokes of deep red and black jagged cracks.

The Want stopped and removed his right shoe with his left foot. He then extracted his left with his right. His bare feet were white and old. They looked like withered fish in need of some serious water.

The Want dug his toes into the soil of the bare floor. His robe contracted until it was the width of a street pole. He nodded almost imperceptibly, and his robe filled with movement and substance again.

“The time is finally here,” the Want cried, bright bands of white light twisting around him. “It is here.”

The Want fell to his knees and burrowed his hands into the soil. He dug into the dirt like a dog, soil flying up and around.

“He’s in there,” the Want whispered fiercely. “I can feel him.”

Leven couldn’t see anything but dirt.

Once the Want’s hands were a couple of inches deep in the soil, he stopped. He smiled from beneath his hood, his red beard curling in multiple spots. The Want’s body glowed, and the dirt around his hands hissed.

The ground beneath Leven’s feet started to rumble.

“What’s happening?” Leven asked.

The Want smiled and then whimpered as Leven shook.

The entire island of Lith was starting to sink into the Veil Sea, and Lith’s final dream rage was about to begin.

Leven wanted desperately to see the future.
  

Chapter Thirty-One

What You Can’t See
 Can Scratch You
 

The waves from the Veil Sea rolled in like thin taffy, stretching up onto the shore and then snapping back into the body of water from whence they had come. The beaches were barren and darkness had won the battle with light, leaving night in full force over all of Sycophant Run.

There was no laughter in the air—only the sound of waves and the occasional shout-out from a wayward whittle bird. Two naked moons hung in the air, while two more had the modesty to have dropped their bottom halves down below the horizon.

A tight whistle could be heard.

A few moments later, another sounded.

The waves came in and out.

Rast moved from his spot to climb up a pointed stone that sat like an angry finger on the shore’s edge. He fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a pair of glasses. The frames were made of wormwood and the glass was actually rock, polished so thin you could see through it. The glasses gave anyone wearing them the power to see any sycophant, whether invisible or not. There were only five pairs in existence. Rast put the glasses on and looked out over the shore.

The sight gave him goose bumps.

As far as the eye could see were posted sycophants. They stood like stone gargoyles, rigid and ready. There were millions of them. Some had their claws out, as if anticipating trouble. Many were crouched as if preparing to pounce, whereas others were already on their toes, halfway into an extraordinary jump. They were positioned to have effect in waves. If someone were to attack, they would be covered by wave after wave of vicious, dedicated sycophants. The entire beach and cliff walls were blanketed in them. There were also thousands spreading out into the shallow water.

Rast had always loved this sight.

Sycophant Run was one of the most marvelous and comforting places in existence, but the glasses showed another side. Sycophant Run was also ready for anything. It was a comfort to see his home so protected.

Rast turned a couple of inches to his left and was surprised to see he was surrounded by four other sycophants on the very rock he stood on. He had climbed up right over them without knowing. He knew better than to talk to them. They were poised and ready. Only the order from their commander to eat or sleep or attack could get them to change position or move.

“Remarkable,” Rast whispered. “Mule?”

Mule moved up the rock and stood next to Rast.

“Take a look,” Rast insisted. “I see no weakness.”

Mule put on the glasses and whistled. “Sometimes I wish others could see our forces,” he said. “It frightens even me to look at the sheer numbers. Think what it would do to our enemies.”

“I hope no one comes close enough to care,” Rast said, taking the glasses back. “It has been so many years since anyone has even attempted to come ashore.”

“Sabine?” Mule asked.

“I believe he was the last to try.”

“There is word in the air that large groups are settling beneath the Sentinel Fields—rants and nits and all manner of beings. And I’ve a feeling they’re not gathering for good.”

“I’ve heard,” Rast said. “I’m afraid the Lore Coil my emotions created has given them even more optimism.”

“And have you heard that the gloam grows?” Mule asked.

“So many dark things to fit into a sycophant’s head,” Rast said sadly. “Mankind is never willing to just move forward in happiness.”

“Progress feels thin without the rumble of battle,” Mule said softly.

“Fools,” Rast said, shimmying down the rock. “Are the commanders ready?”

“They know everything they need to know,” Mule answered. “The heart of every posted peg burns with anticipation.”

“I always hated that feeling,” Rast said. “It’s been many years since I was a peg, but I can still recollect the discomfort I felt at the possibility of battle.”

“Odd. That’s a feeling usually reserved for the old,” Mule said. “Me, I hungered for a fight—as do our pegs now.”

“Any word from Brindle?” Rast asked.

“None,” Mule answered. “I doubt we’ll hear anything until he returns with Lilly.”

“You seem confident that he will succeed.”

“I am always hopeful.”

Rast put his hand on Mule’s shoulder. “Thank the sand and stars that there are creatures like you.”

“Like us,” Mule said.

“Sometimes, when I think of the things placed on our small shoulders, I wonder what kind of sick sense of humor fate must have.”

“There’s no gain in that thinking,” Mule pointed out.

“I suppose not.”

“Can I see the glasses one more time?”

Rast handed Mule the glasses. He put them on and looked out at the millions of tiny sycophants waiting to protect Foo’s greatest secret.

“We can’t fail,” Mule said.

“We mustn’t fail,” Rast added.

Another tight whistle sounded.

“The command’s making the rounds,” Mule said. “Tonight we can sleep soundly.”

Rast was about to agree, but his comments were halted by the slight tremor he felt beneath his feet. “Do you feel that?” he asked Mule.

“Feel what?”

“The ground. Is it moving?”

Mule jumped up and down. He dropped to his belly and put his ear to the sand. He stood back up and dusted off his small hands. “I don’t hear anything.”

Rast stood still. Something big was happening in Foo, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

“Sleep,” he said to Mule. “Tomorrow the world could be a different place.”

Mule walked off.

Rast put his glasses back on and looked out over the crowd. The posted pegs were in position and ready, just as they had been every day since the creation of Foo.

“If not tomorrow, someday soon.”

The waves jiggled awkwardly as they slapped down against the shore. Foo seemed off balance, and Rast knew it wasn’t the work of the shifting siids.

“Tomorrow the world will be a different place,” he said with a sad certainty.

Rast’s heart ached already for those who would certainly become lost in the dust of battle.
  

Chapter Thirty-Two

Going Down
 

I have met those who challenge the existence of Foo. It concerns me, but it concerns Clover even more. Imagine someone saying you didn’t even exist—worse yet, that you were made up by a person such as I.

My heart goes out to anyone in a similar circumstance.

Foo exists.

The words you are reading are there simply so that you can recall something that has been taken from your memory. You saw buildings move and planes get tipped over. A boy by the name of Cade Williams rode an avaland for two states and now doesn’t even recall it. There’s a reason for your memory lapse. I’d go into it, but the moment’s not right. Just take comfort in knowing that by the time the tale is fully told you will understand how and why. And you might even recall the uneasy, wobbly-kneed feeling you had the moment Lith began to sink and Foo became unbalanced.

It was a feeling Geth and Winter could relate to all too well.

The prison they were locked in was as solid as the stone walls around it.

“Can you feel that?” Geth asked calmly.

“What?” Winter asked, looking around.

The two nits they were caged with, Andrus and Sait, sat huddled in the corner talking between themselves.

“Lith’s moving,” Geth said.

“How’s that possible?” Winter said.

“I’m not sure,” Geth answered. “But I have a feeling Azure is at the heart of it.”

Geth turned to the nits, crouching down in front of them. “What do you know about all of this?” he asked.

“We know nothing,” Sait, the fat nit, said.

“What happened to your gifts?”

Both of them looked down in shame.

“Did Sabine steal them?” Winter questioned.

“They stole mine,” Andrus said. “Sait gave his away.”

Sait tried to burn holes in Andrus with his gaze.

“They promised we’d be left alone,” Sait said. “That we would be left to live out our lives and manipulate dreams in peace. They just wanted my gift. Mine was to see through soil. I hardly used it anyway.”

“You probably could have used it to avoid capture or to read that maze we were just put through,” Winter argued.

“I could freeze things,” Andrus said sadly. “I was summoned to Morfit to meet with Jamoon, and as I sat there listening to them, my gift was stolen from me.”

“Were you in Morfit when you gave up your gift?” Geth asked Sait.

“No,” he answered. “I was near Cusp. They stopped me on the road and promised peace and prosperity for me and my family if I simply gave up my ability to see through soil. I stepped into a large black tent, and a machine made of metal stole my gift. The moment it was gone, they bound my hands and threw me into a weld with others they had captured in the Red Grove and below Fté.”

“Who was in charge of all this?” Geth asked with disgust.

“Sabine was mentioned,” Sait said. “As were Jamoon and Azure and, at times, the soil.”

“Soil?” Winter asked.

“At first the soil was clean here,” Geth answered. “But the Sochemists claim that, as dark and dirty people were snatched into Foo and eventually died, their buried souls corrupted the dirt and gave strength to the Dearth. Now the soil whispers and hisses for power, using weak souls like Sabine and Jamoon to help it rise up above the ground and take on a life above.”

“And there’s some reaching for Lith?”

“For years the Dearth has pushed the gloam slowly closer and closer to the Thirteen Stones, reaching to have control of all the gifts and to use them,” Geth replied. “I’m afraid now that Lith is being sacrificed for that very reason and for the same evil. We have to get to the Want.”

Andrus and Sait shivered.

“What is it?” Geth asked.

They both looked in different directions.

“The Want?” Geth questioned.

“Don’t say it,” Sait begged. “I might cry.”

“I’ll throw up,” Andrus said with bile in his voice. “Even though I haven’t eaten for days.”

“The Want’s to blame for so much of this misery,” Sait blurted out.

“What do you mean?” Geth demanded.

“The Want has stood still for too long,” Andrus said. “His mind is not his own.”

“That can’t be,” Geth said, pushing his hands over his face. “His mind might be heavy with dreams, but he has not listened to the Dearth.”

“I’m sorry, but he has,” Sait insisted.

The ground rumbled, and the thin stream of water nearby widened and began to spill gently into the cage.

“Tell me all you know,” Geth begged.

“I don’t know much,” Andrus said. “But I know the Want has dark plans. Like I said, he has stood still for too long. Azure has mentioned that the Want simply waits for the one person who will seal the fate of Foo.”

“Who is that?” Geth asked, already knowing the answer.

“Leven Thumps, of course,” Sait answered.

Winter began to tug at the bars in vain as water pooled around her ankles.

“You’re sure of this?” Geth asked.

“Positive,” Sait replied.

“I’ve been played. We’ve got to get to Leven,” Geth said, as if they had stayed there simply because they had been waiting for a reason to leave.

“Okay,” Winter agreed. “Any ideas?”

The ground shook and lowered a bit. Lith was going down.

“This cage was built years ago,” Geth said.

“Excellent,” Winter said, her voice raising. “I was curious about the construction date of the jail that’s going to kill me!”

“That’s just it,” Geth said. “Fate has long been an enemy of killing. When you take a life, you directly interfere with what fate had in mind for that person. The rules for murder and killing here in Foo have always been muddled. Judging by the bones on the floor, this cage has probably killed a few people.”

“Again,” Winter said, shaking water off her ankles, “that’s obvious.”

“Yes, but to ensure that their prisoners would die, whoever built this would have had to leave some way for captives to get out. That way their fate would not be sealed, and if they died, it would be in a sense their own fault for not finding an escape. We may be mortal, but Azure would not have thought that Andrus and Sait could die unless he knew there was an escape.”

“I see no way out,” Sait said.

“Of course not,” Geth said. “They would never make it obvious, or even easy. But there might be a pattern or a code we can’t see that could open it up for us.”

Winter moved along the bars, feeling each one. “They’re all solid,” she reported.

Andrus and Sait began to tug on bars as well. The ground moaned, and water began to pour from the side in a thick, steady current.

“Keep looking,” Geth said.

“There’s nothing here,” Winter yelled. “Unless you’re talking about our impending death!”

Geth turned to her and smiled.

Winter shook her head, her blonde hair twisting. She flashed her green eyes at Geth and frowned just enough to let him know she wasn’t smiling.

“They wouldn’t make this without a way out,” Geth comforted.

“I think that’s what the gate is for,” Winter pointed.

“An alternate way out,” Geth clarified. “Are any of the bars thinner than others?”

Water was swirling around them.

“This one is,” Andrus said, his right hand on a bar.

“Does it twist?”

Andrus gripped the bar and twisted as hard as he could. The bar turned clockwise in his hand.

“It’s turning, but it’s not doing anything,” Andrus said.

The water was above Winter’s knees and rising fast. Thin yellow snakes began to flow into the cage. Winter screamed like she might win a prize for doing so.

“They can’t hurt you,” Geth said. “They won’t bother you unless you step on them.”

The water was at Winter’s waist.

“It’s not doing anything,” Andrus said again. “It’s just turning.”

Geth pushed through the water, pulling on the other bars.

“Here!” he exclaimed.

A bar on the opposite side of the cage had lowered half an inch, disconnecting it from the top.

“It won’t twist any farther,” Andrus announced.

“That’s fine,” Geth said.

“There’s no way I’ll fit through that,” Winter hollered, staring at the half-inch gap between the top of the bar and the top of the cage.

“Of course not,” Geth said. “Find another thin bar.”

Sait found one and began to turn. The bar next to the lowered bar dropped a half inch. Winter tried to pull on the unconnected bars, but they were still as tight and unmovable as when they were connected.

“Find another thin one!” Geth ordered.

Winter found it and twisted as hard as she could, lowering the third bar. The water was now up to her shoulders.

“We’ve got to hurry,” Geth said. “Lith’s sinking fast.”

“We’re in a hurry?” Winter questioned sarcastically. “Thanks for pointing that out.”

Winter twisted faster. The walls of the prison shivered, and great amounts of water moved from open caverns into new spaces, creating a huge sucking sound.

“Here’s another one,” Andrus yelled, water entering his mouth as he spoke.

“And another,” Sait hollered.

“Twist them,” Winter yelled.

Two more bars lowered.

“We’ve twisted all the bars,” Sait wailed.

“I guess that will do it,” Geth said, having to swim to keep his mouth above the rising water.

“Do what?” Winter asked in a panic.

Sait pulled himself up to breathe in the small pocket of air still left in the top three inches of the prison. He reached out to pull on the bars they had lowered, but Geth stuck his hand out and stopped him.

“No,” Geth insisted. “If you pull back the wrong one, it will raise the bars back up and we won’t have time to lower them again. We need to pull the right one.”

“Which one is that?” Winter yelled, her mouth pushed up above the water gasping for breath.

“I have no idea,” Geth answered honestly. “If we had time to think, we could probably figure out a code. I wish I had shrunk enough to slip through.”

Water filled the cage completely. Winter wished for a Baadyn to help her breathe, but knew none would come to her rescue. She looked at the five bars as the entire island of Lith sank. She felt out of balance and confused. She knew that Foo was a place of limitless possibility, but that at its soul it was also a place of balance and organization. It was the off-balance disregard for what was supposed to be that was tearing Foo apart.

Winter looked at the five bars.

Her lungs felt like someone had shoved a small roasted sun into them. She could feel her insides choking and bits of flesh curling up like old flecks of paint. The five bars suddenly looked balanced to her, the middle one standing out like a solid center. She reached out and pulled the third bar. As she pulled it forward, the two on each side lowered until they were all far enough down that the captives could swim through.

The nits didn’t wait for an invitation, pushing past Winter and out of the cage. Geth shoved Winter through the opening and followed her up.

The water looked to have no ceiling, but in a few seconds their heads broke through and the cooling balm of oxygen filled their flaming lungs. Winter spat and screamed. Geth spat but didn’t scream. His hair was wet and hung in his face in long, dark, twisted strands. His green eyes looked amazed.
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“Number three, huh?” he said. “How’d you know?”

“It seemed like the only bar with balance,” Winter answered. “Right in the middle.”

“I’m glad you got to it before me,” Geth smiled. “I was thinking of pulling number five because it rhymed with alive.”

“Oh, so when you said code, you were thinking of a dumb code?”

Geth smiled.

He swam ahead of Winter and crawled out of the water onto a long, dry ledge. He leaned down and pulled Winter up out of the water.

“Are you okay?” he asked, helping her get her balance.

There are moments in life too big to be clocked on a watch or an odometer—times when the very act of living is so real and intense that you forget there are other people in the world. In such moments, all poverty is ended, violence is a disease long ago cured, and wars occur only in fables with happy endings. Those moments are few and far between. I’ve known people who have never experienced them, and in turn have never really lived. Because until you hold a moment like that in your hand and blow it away like a dandelion in the wind, you have never really breathed. You may have bookcases filled with trophies and mile-high walls covered with plaques that prove you’re much smarter than you look, but unless you have stopped time for a moment in the act of truly living, then you really haven’t experienced that much.

For Winter, one of those rare moments had snuck up on her and caught her completely off guard. The ground she was standing on was falling apart, but for a second everything made sense.

“Are you okay?” Geth asked again.

Winter put her arms around Geth and held onto him. For the first time in as long as she could remember, she had people in her life who cared about her. The feeling was so comforting that Winter felt temporarily invincible. Her emotion was so intense that a Lore Coil filled with nothing but comfort shot off from around her, and within a reasonable amount of time most beings in Foo would pause to momentarily feel good about themselves as the Lore Coil passed over.

Winter might have hugged Geth for a bit longer if it had not been for the “awwwws” of Andrus and Sait.

Winter pulled back and smiled again.

“Are you okay?” Geth asked softly.

“Yes,” Winter said.

Sait cleared his throat.

“Leven,” Geth whispered. “We’ve got to get to him.”

Geth took Winter by the hand, and they began working their way through the crumbling insides of Lith.
  

Chapter Thirty-Three

Falling Just Right
 

Tim was beside himself. He had no papers, no money, and nowhere to go. For some reason nobody was answering the phone back home, and he still had not found Winter.

On the plus side, most of his memory had come back to him. He was still struggling to recall anything about the last couple of days, but he had a feeling that in time that might clear up as well.

Tim did remember they had been building a gateway. He had even returned to the abandoned barn they had done the construction in. It was void of any gateway or of Dennis and Ezra, but there were bits of used wood and metal and tools still lying around.

“They did it,” Tim said to himself, thinking that Ezra and Dennis had made it back to Foo. “I can’t believe it worked.”

Tim hiked back to the lake. He stayed off the main roads, feeling like he didn’t fit in with all the other tourists who were there to hear the trumpet and take pictures.

By midmorning he had reached the far edge of the lake where Dennis had talked about placing the gateway. Tim wanted nothing more than to return to his home and make sure his family was okay, but he also couldn’t help but be curious to see if the gateway had been completed. He stepped into the cold water at the edge and breathed in deeply. He could feel the blood from his shivering feet moving up into other parts of his body and turning his veins to ice.

Without further thought, Tim dove into the water and kicked his legs as hard as he could. It was murky, dark, and filled with fish that kept thumping into him. His eyes scanned the underwater world for any sign of the gateway. Just as his lungs began debating with him over the importance of obtaining air soon, Tim spotted the faint outline of a big box. He kicked his feet and rose to the surface as fast as possible.

Tim sucked in air like a vacuum with a clean filter. He caught his breath and then dove back down under. This time he went right to the gateway. He recognized what he had helped build—the square box with the mismatched piece of street attached to the floor by a metal arm. The cement base holding the arm had been built by Hector Thumps and had survived the blast to now hold a second gateway—although it looked a bit more cracked and flimsy than Tim would have preferred.

Tim’s lungs began to argue again.

He shot back up and filled his lungs with air. The cold wasn’t as painful anymore. And as Tim’s head bobbed above the surface of the water, he noticed a boat motoring to the center of the lake. Tim took a deep breath and went back under.

He swam up and into the gateway. He stepped on the bottom of it, but nothing happened. He felt the walls and the ceiling of it.

Again with the lungs.

Tim pushed his feet up against the inside of the gateway to dart to the surface—but he had misjudged the gateway’s front opening, and his head rammed into the inside wall. The gateway shook, and Tim grasped for the opening edge to pull himself out of the box. His frantic grasp rocked the gateway from side to side.

The concrete footing screamed and then snapped.

The ceiling of the gateway crashed down against Tim’s head as the metal arm supporting the gateway broke free from its cement hold.

Tim’s lungs were not just angry, they were spitting mad. He kept his mouth closed, struggling in the box as it fell deeper into the lake. Tim’s body spun and his feet knocked up against all the surfaces inside the gateway.

A normal person might have perished right then and there from lack of air, but Tim’s job as a garbage collector had given him superhuman strength in the lung department. There had been many times when he had been forced to hold his breath to prevent the putrid smell of other people’s trash from assaulting his nose.

Now that skill was paying off.

The gateway spun as it dropped, sending Tim to the ceiling of it, which was actually the floor.

Had he been up on dry land watching the whole thing unfold as a movie, he might have noticed how his shoulder was pressed up against the uneven crack. He might also have heard the very faint sound of a trumpet pleasing the earth around it as a short German man with a large mustache played up above. He might even have wondered if, when the gateway was falling, it was passing through any water with a temperature divisible by seven.

But, of course, Tim wasn’t up on dry land, he was trapped in a box, running out of air. Fortunately for him, there was a brief moment right before he ran out of breath for fate to align things properly.

The empty gateway hit the bottom of the lake and broke into more pieces than it had started out with.
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The night felt old. The wind was like a memorable song written long ago, and the stars were dim from years of trying to be noticed. Brindle thought even the Fté Mountains looked aged. Their outline made obvious by the light of the moons, they sat there slumped and out of energy.

“Hello,” Brindle whistled into the trees. He was invisible and not yet sure that showing himself would be a good idea.

The fantrum trees shifted, their bark scuffing like coarse stones rattling against one another. Brindle didn’t particularly care for this region of Foo. True, it held some of the most magnificent scenery, but it seemed to be a breeding ground for unstable and newly birthed creatures of dreams. Brindle didn’t mind a variety of fellow beings, but he liked to know how they felt about sycophants before he had to deal with them. He bounded up into a shifting tree and called out again.

“Hello?”

“It’s late,” a voice called back.

“I know,” Brindle said. “It’s important.”

“I doubt that.”

“I was told you might know how to get to the Invisible Village.”

Two completely white eyes fluttered open and stared at Brindle from the dark.

“Why would anyone wish to visit the village?” a mouth beneath the eyes asked.

“I have reason,” Brindle said.

“Sycophant?” the eyes queried.

“Yes.”

The eyes came closer, moving out of the dark of the trees and into a spot where moonlight could rest on the shoulders of their owner. The being was tall, with a dark face and hands. He had a long, brown beard and solid white eyes with dark circles around them. His clothes didn’t match and his shoes were on the wrong feet. His hair was combed into a style that didn’t have much to do with style at all. There were smudges on his right cheek and left arm.

“I was told to look for Tosia,” Brindle said.

“That’s me. The village is not a place that any sycophant should visit,” he said. “Your nature is one of happiness. The Invisible Village will bring you nothing but depression.”

“I wouldn’t visit if it weren’t necessary,” Brindle said. “My contact didn’t know what you were. You are a . . . ?”

“One of the omitted,” Tosia answered.

Brindle jumped down from the tree and materialized. “I’ve not heard of your kind,” he admitted. “I apologize.”

“No apology necessary,” Tosia waved. “We’ve only one unique characteristic. Others can view us, but we cannot see ourselves.”

“Truly?”

“Sadly,” Tosia said. “I have no idea what I look like.”

“What about mirrors, or glass?”

“We’ve no reflection.”

“But I can see you.”

“How do I look?” Tosia asked hungrily.

“Very nice.”

“How generous of you. When I place an article of clothing on my body, it disappears to my eyes.”

“Amazing,” Brindle said with awe. “Why have I not heard of your type?”

“We’ve been here for some time,” Tosia said. “But because of our condition, we’re not the sort of pupil who seeks the desk at the front of the classroom. We prefer to be in the back.”

“There’s wisdom in watching the crowd.”

“How nice of you,” Tosia said. “Most would say we’re cowards.”

“Every breed has its noble and just.”

“What a delightful little creature you are,” Tosia said with joy in his voice. “You’re not at all like the white one.”

“White one?” Brindle asked.

“The white sycophant,” Tosia answered. “She came to the village a long while ago.”

“So Lilly is there?”

“She was last I had heard,” Tosia said. “Her soul is sicker than many of the others. She would take up metal and destroy the whole of Foo with the hate she holds in her heart. It’s a good thing she’s so small and unimportant.”

Brindle was quiet as he thought.

“I’m sorry if that was mean,” Tosia said. “Small things can be important.”

“Don’t worry about what you’ve said,” Brindle insisted. “I prefer people speak honestly with me.”

“Really?” Tosia asked.

Brindle nodded.

“How’s my hair?”

“Excuse me?” Brindle asked.

“I can’t get anyone to tell me how I really look,” Tosia lamented. “The omitted are all so insecure that we have a difficult time telling each other how we look. No one trusts anyone’s opinion. How’s my hair?”

“Too long,” Brindle said.

Tosia looked crestfallen, and then his face lit up. “I knew it,” he said. “Everyone says it looks just fine, but I think they just want me to look worse than they do.”

“What a strange breed,” Brindle said kindly.

“We have a hard time trusting each other,” Tosia said. “We’re always scared that our neighbor is making us look bad.”

“So, you can take me to Lilly?” Brindle asked, returning to the subject of his journey.

“I can take you to the mountains above the village,” Tosia said, tugging at his own hair. “But I won’t step in.”

“Take me to the edge of the village and you will be paid well.”

“I don’t understand money,” he said. “When I hold it, it does nothing. But others look at me differently.”

Brindle smiled. “I don’t understand it either.”

Tosia tried to comb his hair with his hand.

“I hate to pressure you,” Brindle said. “But there is some urgency in what I seek.”

“Of course,” Tosia waved. “Is my outfit okay?”

“Perfect,” Brindle said before disappearing.

Tosia turned and began moving back into the trees. His stride was wide and almost mechanical. He walked with some unevenness due to the fact that he couldn’t see his own feet.

“Where are you?” he asked the air.

“On your right shoulder.”

“Should I shave?” Tosia asked.

“No,” Brindle answered. “A beard looks good on you. Besides, shaving for you must be a bit precarious.”

“It’s never without blood.”

“Keep the beard.”

“Honest?”

“Of course.”

Tosia increased his speed, running through the moonlit forest with purpose.
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Ezra peeked out from behind Dennis’s right ear and growled. The front of the airport was crowded with patrons and police. Both Dennis and Ezra were sitting in the backseat of a cab in front of the Munich International Airport realizing that they were at an impasse.

“Look at all those stiff cops,” Ezra whispered. “Can’t a person just get on a plane and fly? Where’s the trust?”

“It was lost years ago,” Dennis said. “I hate to say it, but we still need Sabine. He did something to them last time to get me through.”

“Your life is one big pause,” Ezra seethed. “There has to be a way.”

“I could stick you on someone else,” Dennis offered.

“Don’t think I haven’t thought about it,” Ezra said. “But I doubt I could find someone as dense and pliable as you to do my bidding.”

Dennis felt needed.

“Are you going to get out?” the cab driver leaned back and asked. “Or were you planning to just keep talking to yourself?”

“Hold on,” Dennis said. “I’m on the phone.”

“Whatever,” the driver said. “I’ll have to drive around again. They won’t let me just sit here. This is an airport.”

“Then drive around!” Ezra yelled from behind Dennis’s ear.

The driver, thinking it was Dennis yelling, put the cab into drive and drove out of the airport.

“We could try a boat,” Dennis whispered to Ezra.

“Is there water between here and there?”

“It depends on how far west we have to go,” Dennis answered.

“I don’t know,” Ezra snapped. “I just know that it’s that way.”

“So we’ll take a boat?”

“I guess,” Ezra said, bothered that his rage never garnered more respect.

“How far can you drive us?” Dennis asked the driver.

“Us?” he questioned.

“Me.”

“As far as you have money.”

“Take us to where there’s water,” Dennis said.

“To the shore?” the driver asked. “That’s hours away.”

“We have money.”

“I’ll need to see some of that now.”

Dennis pulled out some money and promised the driver plenty if he would take them to the water.

“Will you be talking to yourself the whole time?” the driver asked.

“I was on the phone,” Dennis insisted.

The cab driver rolled his eyes and signaled to get onto the autobahn.

“To be honest with you, I haven’t been to the watery edge of Germany in some time,” the cab driver announced. “It might be nice to see the shore. How about Cuxhaven?”

Ezra and Dennis didn’t answer.

“I have an uncle there, and I think it’s one of Germany’s most beautiful vacation destinations,” the cab driver explained.

Ezra sighed with disgust. “Don’t people know that we don’t care what they think?” he whispered into Dennis’s ear.

Dennis sat back and said nothing, his bald head wondering what he was doing.

“Stop thinking,” Ezra insisted. “Your eyes make that funny motion whenever you attempt to think.”

“Sorry,” Dennis said.

“There you go, stating the obvious again.” Ezra looked around. “Are we still going west?” he whispered.

“No,” Dennis said. “We’ll have to go north to get to the sea.”

“You know, you could talk to me,” the cab driver butted in. “I hear you whispering to yourself and you remind me of my brother Ronald. I enjoy having conversation.”

Ezra tucked himself back behind Dennis’s ear, his purple fringe showing over the top.

“I guess I could talk to you,” Dennis said awkwardly.

“Sir gut,” the cab driver said. “Let’s start with what you are doing in Germany.”

Dennis looked around at the world as it sped by. He could see a river in the distance and row after row of gray buildings. He glanced down at the cab’s dirty seats and dull windows. He looked at his own arms and traced the faint gray lines on his right arm with his left hand. His pants still were not wrinkled.

“What are you doing here in Germany?” the cab driver asked again.

“I have no idea.”

The cab driver cleared his throat. “Just like Ronald. Maybe I begin. I have been driving a cab . . .”

Ezra jabbed his hands into his ear holes and cursed. In the history of angry toothpicks, none had ever had to endure such lazy and boring opposition. Where was the sword, the gun? Where was a true nemesis or at least a task wicked enough to cackle about?

There was nothing to cackle about!

He was in a taxi with Mr. Blandness traveling at one mile above the speed limit to a vacation spot.

Ezra jumped down from Dennis’s shoulder and shoved himself into the crack at the back of the seat. He positioned himself just so that if Dennis shifted he would most likely prick his backside.

It was the most sinister thing Ezra could find to participate in at the moment.
  

Chapter Thirty-Four

Sharing Is Not Always
 a Good Thing
 

I have seen bad things happen. It’s no fun. Most humans try to avoid pain and sadness, but eventually the puddle of misery is too large to hop over or sidestep, and everyone’s feet end up wet.

Leven knew the feeling of bad things happening.

When he was eleven, he had been picked as co-student of the week at Pinchworthy Elementary. On the surface, this sounds like a happy occasion, but in truth it was one of Leven’s worst days.

He was in a small class, and everyone else had already been picked and had had their pictures on the wall. To make matters worse, Sally Dimp had been student of the week twice. But during one of the last weeks of school Leven’s teacher was so busy grading tests that she didn’t have time to review who had been student of the week before and who hadn’t. So she made everyone write down his or her name and put it in an empty box she had lying around labeled “Future Tests.” She then drew a name.

“Sally Dimp.”

A number of the students complained that Sally had already been student of the week twice. So Leven’s teacher drew again.

“Leven Thumps.”

“Who’s that?” the boy who had sat next to Leven all year asked.

“He must have moved away,” the overworked teacher said, putting her hand back into the box.

Leven then tried to point out that he was Leven, and that if he had moved, he would not have been able to write his name down and put it in the box.

His classmates just stared at him.

“Well, I can’t waste time arguing this,” the teacher said, frazzled from all the tests she was constantly having to grade. “Let’s draw a second name, and that way if you have moved we will still have a student of the week.”

“I haven’t moved,” Leven had said again.

“Still, better safe than sorry.”

Leven had never felt sorrier. As he looked around at everyone he had gone to school with for so many years, he felt his soul give up. He could think of no reason to argue his existence any longer. He had known the second his name was picked that it would end up badly. Things always did for him. The misery he had felt every day of his life was so raw and painful that he decided to switch it off and hope that when he was grown up and on his own he would be happy and appreciated.

Well, Leven was growing up. He was at least two inches taller now than when he had stepped into Foo. His clothes were tighter and his hair was in need of cutting. He pushed back that long hair from his eyes and stared at the Want.

Lith was shaking and dropping slowly.

The Want was standing in front of Leven turning in a circle and talking in multiple tongues. They were in the foyer off of the grand hall in the castle—the Want shifting in place on bare feet. An upside-down fire was burning on the ceiling above, the firelight making the room dance with shadows.

The Want had been saying something about Leven’s burden when, as before, he had become overwhelmed with incoming dreams. All Leven could do was watch as white strands of light vibrated in and out from the Want’s body, his robe moving in and puffing out in small circular waves. Leven had seen the Want like this many times by now and figured it was best to let him be. It felt as if he were warming up to give the world’s final sermon.

“Do you think he can hear us when he’s like that?” an invisible Clover asked.

“I’m not sure,” Leven said. “If he wants to, he probably can.”

“I think we should get out of here.”

“Not yet,” Leven said, feeling oddly comfortable.

“You don’t have to stay.”

“I need to see what is required of me,” Leven spoke.

“Still, something doesn’t feel right.”

Leven wanted to argue that point. Whereas the moment his name had been picked to be student of the week he had known something bad was coming, the opposite had happened here. The moment he was returned to his full size, he felt as if something good were approaching. His desire had been to get away, but now his head was filled with warm thoughts toward the Want, and strong images of Phoebe being freed. A terrific surge of possibility filled his being. He could see Winter and Geth, and he felt hopeful. The feeling was so unusual and surprising that Leven had to stop himself from smiling.

He let one slip.

“Are you smiling?” Clover asked in confusion.

Leven stood there smiling, unaware that he was gaining strength from the wake of emotions Winter’s Lore Coil had created.

“I can’t help it,” Leven said. “There’s something about this place.”

“Like the fact that it’s sinking? Or that your gift doesn’t seem to work on this island?”

“This is the Want’s home,” Leven said. “He sets the rules.”

“What about what he wants you to do?”

“I don’t like to think about it,” Leven admitted, the warm feeling fading just a bit. “But at the moment I can feel nothing but happiness.”

“I’m worried about you,” Clover whispered.

The Want stopped rambling and turned to face Leven. He whimpered just a bit and then stood tall.

“Are you okay?” Leven finally asked him.

“Fine,” the Want replied kindly. “Are you ready?”

Leven nodded.

“Such a large weight to place on your shoulders,” the Want grieved, stepping out across the room.

The happiness Leven felt dropped like a falling roller coaster. The Want scared him, but Leven also cared for him. He wanted desperately to make him proud and to restore Foo. He wanted to feel all the time the sense of peace and happiness he had recently been experiencing. He wanted to live in a place where beauty and dreams were powerful and vast.

Leven thought of Winter. She had been on his mind so strongly ever since he had seen the longing locked in a cage underground.

“You’re warm,” Clover whispered from on top of his head.

“Sorry,” Leven said.

“It’s kind of nice.”

“This robe’s so itchy,” Leven complained, tugging at his sleeve.

“But it makes you look like you’re a lithen or something,” Clover said. “I wish I had a mirror.”

“No, thanks,” Leven said. “I don’t want my reflection giving me grief again.”

“Your reflection?” Clover asked.

“Last time I looked in a mirror, the way my reflection acted made me nervous.”

“Your reflection acted?” Clover said, confused.

“Yeah,” Leven said. “You know, how it speaks to you.”

Clover laughed. “Reflections don’t speak.”

“Mirrors don’t talk?”

“I think someone was messing with you.”

The Want stepped back in, halting their conversation. His robe was billowing as wide as possible.

“The crowds have gathered,” the Want said. “It is time for your sycophant to go. You must tell him to leave.”

“Why?” Leven asked.

“This is not a place for alternate voices,” the Want said. “You must listen only to the ones fate places in your head.”

“Clover can be quiet.”

“I know that,” the Want said. “But we can’t take the risk. Tell him to go.”

“Go, Clover,” Leven said firmly into the air.

“He’s probably still there, isn’t he?” the Want said.

“Probably,” Leven agreed.

The Want sighed. “I can’t stand the breed.”

The Want clapped his hands and the entire room lit up like an undeveloped negative, revealing the outline of Clover clinging to the back of Leven’s right leg. The Want’s hands swooped like frantic ravens to wrap around Clover’s neck and pull him off of Leven. It all happened so fast that Leven could barely register what had taken place.

Clover materialized, dangling from the Want’s grip.

“It’s a little tight,” Clover complained. “I was just leaving.”

“Let go of him,” Leven insisted.

“I’m only assisting him in his exit,” the Want said. “Now, leave us.”

Clover looked at Leven sadly. The Want opened his grip, and Clover dropped to the bare dirt floor. He dusted off his palms as if disgusted and walked back toward the direction they had just come from. “I’ll be right outside if you need me,” Clover said bravely.

The Want clapped again.

“Okay, I’m leaving.”

Clover reluctantly walked out.

“He wouldn’t have ruined anything,” Leven said.

“Your eyes are too young to see the hurt I am saving you from.”

Leven looked back to where Clover had gone. The ground rumbled beneath his feet, moving enough to make Leven reach out to steady himself. “Will Clover be okay?” he asked.

“Sycophants always are,” the Want said gently.

The Want faced Leven. There was still no visible sign of his eyes, but Leven had grown to be able to read his nods and gestures.

“They’re waiting,” the Want said kindly, an odd tinge of hope in his voice.

“I’m not sure I’m ready,” Leven admitted, the gold in his eyes pulsating.

“Perhaps fate will spare you.”

“Is that possible?” Leven said with hope.

“I suppose, if fate’s design is for Foo to fall.”

The Want faced the door and it opened. The grand hall was filled with thousands of dark robed beings. Everywhere there were hooded nits chanting and turning in circles. Groups of them were spinning together, creating swirling sections of moving blackness with white smoke ascending from them as they spun.

The ground rumbled.

The grand hall was oval shaped, with a tall, elaborately carved stage at the front end. A balcony ringed the entire oval except over the stage. Around the ceiling, the upper walls were lined with roven skulls, giving the place an uneasy crown molding. Firelight flickered behind every skull, causing those who looked up to feel as if they were being watched. Long, blood-red curtains ran from beneath the balconies to the floor, covering all the windows and blocking out any light the night might hold.

Both balcony and floor were filled to capacity, robed nits crowding the aisles and walkways. Their chanting was infectious, filling Leven’s troubled mind with images of power and aggression.

“I feel weird,” Leven said.

“Don’t ignore it,” the Want said back.

He opened his arms and the sea of nits parted, allowing him room to walk through. The crowd quieted like a scream covered by a thick pillow. Some touched the Want as he passed. Leven followed closely, letting the muted chanting fill his senses.

The Want stepped to the stage and stood behind a tall, well-polished tree stump. The front of the stage was carved to be a map of Foo with images that moved as the eye followed. Behind the Want, ten nits sat playing instruments that Leven had never seen before. The music the instruments produced was intoxicating. Leven couldn’t tell if he should listen or leave.

The room grunted as the ground shifted even more.

The Want stood behind the polished trunk. He reached down and grabbed the hem of his robe, then bolted upright, pulling his robe up over his head and completely off. Leven felt compelled to look away, but the Want was wearing a sheer orange robe underneath. He looked thin and frail, his eyes still covered.

The Want mumbled something.

Leven looked around at the empty faces of those gazing at the Want. They looked like pictures a child had drawn, round mouths and white eyes. A feeling of invincibility and completeness ran through Leven’s veins like warm butter.

The floor began to glow as a mass of dreams pushed slowly up into the hall. Leven couldn’t see the actual dreams, but he could feel the light. The floor bubbled like simmering white cheese. All around Leven, nits began to fall to the ground and roll in the light as brighter beams blasted up into the balconies.

The chanting increased and the music became louder.

Nits scattered nonsensical words around like bird feed. The Want shook and then without warning lifted his hood.

Light shot from his eyes, filling the grand hall with blazing whiteness and billions of tiny images. He trembled and bowed. As he moved, the light crystallized and settled like snow over the heads and shoulders of all those in the building.

Leven felt an intoxicating sensation settle over him.

Millions of dreams pushed in through the ground. Nits were lifted and flew about as they grasped to manipulate and participate in as many dreams as they could. Leven watched a group of nits float to the ceiling and hover in the substance of a hundred dreams.

The sound of uncontrolled appetites gasping for more filled the air.

Leven couldn’t see the dreams, but he could see telts and avalands and sarus floating around the room. He could see people’s homes and their aspirations. He wasn’t in the dreams, but he was being buffeted from side to side by their presence.

He wished his gift would kick in. He wanted to be lifted to the ceiling and to feel the strength of manipulating a dream himself, as the others did. He reached out, hoping to hold onto a dream.

The ground shook.

No one paid it any mind, feasting on the dreams as quickly as they could. Two nits began to fight over a particularly dark dream coming in. The taller of the two held the dream and shook.

Leven could feel images and creatures moving through the air. He watched the Want standing there with his eyes glowing. The Want was counting on his fingers as if he were working some math out in his head.

The ground snarled and the music played on.

The balcony on the up side of the castle tilted, the front of it bending down. Nits spilled like black beans down onto those below. Their peril didn’t slow the dream gorging at all. Voices grew louder and Leven fell to the floor. His palms burned against the soil.

Something was under there. Leven pulled his hands back and looked at them as if they belonged to someone else.

A big nit dropped from a dream and landed across Leven’s back. Leven rolled over and stood up. He reached down to help the nit who had fallen on him.

The nit just rocked back and forth, moaning and talking to himself, wanting no help. Everywhere Leven looked there was chaos and darkness.

The land rocked back and forth and dropped two feet rapidly. A second balcony fell as the wall behind it crumbled. Darkness from the outside plugged up the holes in the wall.

Two laughing nits flew into Leven. Leven fell flat against the floor again. There was definitely something in the dirt. The floor felt comfortable and soothing.

“Get up,” a deep voice sounded in Leven’s head.

Leven pushed himself to his feet and looked around. There were plenty of people speaking, but none of them were talking to him. He tried to spot the Want, who was no longer up behind the polished stump.

The ceiling began to break apart. Not a single nit seemed to care, however. Leven covered his head and ran past a large brick pillar that was collapsing on a swirling group of nits. Since the destruction was accidental, the nits found their lives expiring as quickly as the castle crumbled.

“Move,” the voice sounded again.

Leven looked around, expecting to see the Want. He was not there. Leven moved through the crowd, dodging bits and pieces of the disintegrating castle. Fire broke from the fire pits, climbing the walls and boasting as to its swiftness, flame leaping from any raised point.

Another section of balcony moaned and then slid from the wall, crashing down like a waterfall of brick and mortar, drowning any in it or below it with dirt and stone.

Leven ran down the center of the room, dodging and weaving between nits too hopped-up on others’ dreams to realize the severity of what was happening to them.

The ground wobbled like Jell-O. Leven flew against a wall and into a mess of dream-drugged nits. The remainder of the ceiling started to cave in, pulling the outside walls down with it. Leven worked himself up and moved into a hallway covered with arches. Large masses of dust billowed like storm clouds across the ground.

Leven ran down the arched hallway with the castle imploding behind him. A huge stone blew into the side of his left foot, spinning him around and into a tall pillar.

The castle was done for.

Leven slid against the floor, his head smashing into a stone column that had not yet fallen apart. His eyes crossed and his mind introduced him to a whole new level of darkness.

He was out, but his eyes burned gold beneath the closed lids.
  

Chapter Thirty-Five

Awkward Moments
 

Winter was scared. It was a feeling she was not entirely comfortable with. The very caverns they were racing through were simultaneously falling apart and filling with water. The two nits traveling with them, Andrus and Sait, were behind her and Geth was in front, feeling through the darkness for any possible passage or way of escape.

As Lith collapsed, it seemed to be going underwater faster and faster, its expiration date growing closer with each movement of soil.

“It’s a dead end,” Geth shouted back, digging at the wall for any loose rock. “Nothing but stone.”

“I can’t see anything,” Winter said.

“Neither can I,” Sait whined.

Lith shook.

“We’ll have to go back a bit,” Geth said. “Find another way.”

“No,” Andrus complained. “There’s too much water.”

“Well, there’s no way out here,” Geth added. “We have to go back.”

A giant slurping sound echoed in the space behind them.

“Every pocket of air is being filled with water,” Winter said.

Sait started to whimper.

“We could have used your gift now,” Winter added, still disgusted that he had willingly given it away.

“Where’s your gift?” he snapped back.

“Stolen.”

Geth stopped.

He could feel something burning inside of himself. He thought back to being a toothpick and being pinned in the leafy weeds on the banks of the Washita River in Oklahoma. He remembered the feeling of turning his life over to fate—something he had done thousands of times. Since he had stepped back into Foo, however, he had let his feelings focus too much on what he should be doing. He had been upset by Azure’s betrayal, sickened by the Want’s abandonment. Now all his family and those who knew the true ways of Foo were either buried or dead.

Geth couldn’t let that happen to him.

He was a lithen, and because of that he traveled by fate. Here he was showing his lack of faith by digging at a wall for a way out. Geth had stepped off of cliffs and walked through fire in his lifetime, knowing that fate would sort out the effect. He couldn’t stop believing now. His heart felt as if all of Foo rested on his next action.

Geth folded his arms. Winter bumped into him as she moved forward. “What’s happening?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Geth said honestly.

“Then move.”

Andrus and Sait bumped into Winter.

“Are we stuck?” Sait whined.

“No,” Geth said his green eyes dark. “We’re waiting for fate.”

“Did he say death?” Andrus asked, not having heard correctly.

“Perhaps,” Geth answered. “If that’s what fate has in mind.”

“This is ridiculous,” Winter said. She motioned to Andrus and Sait, but it was too dark for them to see her.

The ground shook so violently that even the air was knocked around. Andrus moved closer to the group. Dirt and stone began to tumble all around them. The sound of water splashing and stone tearing was almost deafening.

“We have to get out of here!” Winter screamed. “We’ve got to get to Leven.”

“I know,” Geth hollered back.

“I’m going,” Winter announced. “It’s not fate that we die here standing around.”

Geth grabbed Winter’s arm to stop her, and for a second time seemed to stand still, waiting for her to make up her mind. In that instant she knew. The moment called for trusting in fate.

“I’ll stay,” she yelled.        

“I knew you would,” Geth yelled back.

“You’d better not be smiling.”

“I’m not,” Sait said, thinking she was talking to him.

“Nor am I,” Andrus added. “The world is falling apart and we’re just standing here.”

“Hold on,” Geth hollered.

Giant slabs of stone ripped from the cavern walls and pummeled the water. Waves washed over the four of them, trying to knock them down. Lith was breaking up.

“No offense,” Andrus screamed, “but standing here seems like a really stupid strategy.”

“No offense taken,” Geth yelled back. “Hold onto each other.”

All four of them huddled together as Lith pushed downward into the depths of the Veil Sea. The cavern cracked open and the stone that surrounded them relaxed its futile hold and dropped down. Geth leaned protectively over the other three as dirt and water beat against them like an angry rain.

The ground beneath Winter began to slide. “Geth!” she hollered.

Geth pulled her closer to him, moving into Andrus and Sait’s personal space and onto what seemed like the last stable piece of soil. Winter stood on top of Geth’s feet and Sait stood on Andrus’s. Everything was dropping down and away from them.

“Don’t let go of me,” Sait begged.

“We won’t,” Winter yelled.

The rest of Lith’s innards continued to shift and rumble. In what seemed like hundreds of minutes later, the roar of falling objects began to subside. In another five minutes there was nothing but the sound of water far below and silence in the air.

“Look,” Andrus exclaimed, motioning upward with his head. “Light.”

Hundreds of feet above them there was a small crack in the surface of Lith. Small drops of moonlight dripped through and down onto their heads. With each bit that oozed in, the scene around them became clearer.

It wasn’t good.

All four of them were standing on a piece of ground no larger than four square feet. The piece of ground was at the top of a column of thin stone that stretched at least two hundred feet high. They were four people occupying four feet of rock on a precarious pillar in the belly of Lith.

Andrus shifted and the rock column swayed just a bit.

“Don’t do that,” Winter said.

“Sorry,” Andrus said. “My feet are asleep.”

“Are you smiling now?” Winter hissed at Geth.

“We’re alive, aren’t we?” he pointed out.

“I hate to be a problem,” Sait said. “But I don’t know how much longer I can stand still. My legs are throbbing.”

The moonlight continued to pour in. The crack up above was about five inches wide and a foot long. It was comforting to see the light, but it was an uneasy feeling to realize that it was most likely illuminating their end.

“Could we climb down?” Winter asked.

“I don’t think so,” Geth said. “The second any one of us shifts too much, this whole pillar will collapse.”

“So it was fate’s idea to save us just so it could finish us off in a clever fashion?” Winter asked.

“Maybe we could just jump down,” Andrus said. “It might be nothing but water below.”

“Go ahead,” Winter said.

“I’m just suggesting.”

They had their arms around each other, Winter still on Geth’s toes and Sait on Andrus’s. Dust in the air made Sait sneeze.

The column rocked.

“Don’t do that,” Winter whispered fiercely.

“I can’t help it,” Sait said apologetically.

The moonlight dripped off their heads and spiraled down the column. Geth looked down. There was no sign of a bottom.

“Seriously, Geth,” Winter said. “We have to do something.”

“I know,” he said. “I just can’t think what that something is.”

“Aaachoo!”

The column swayed again, and everyone held on tightly to each other, anticipating that the thin stone support was going to snap at any moment.

“Achoo, achoo!”

Winter was about to plead with Sait to stop breathing in dust when she heard a faint “Gesundheit.”

“Did you hear that?” Winter asked.

“Hear what?” Geth said.

Sait sneezed again.

“Gesundheit.”

“Someone’s up there. Up above us,” Andrus said unnecessarily.

“Hello,” Geth hollered out.

There was a long pause and then the sound of a very familiar voice.

“Toothpick?” Clover yelled down.

“Clover?” Winter yelled up.

“Help us,” Sait yelled out.

“What are you doing down there?” Clover called, his voice echoing off the hollow walls of Lith.

“Never mind that,” Geth said. “Is Leven with you?”

“No,” Clover said. “He’s with the Want. I had to leave.”

“Well, can you find a rope or something?”

“Just give me a minute,” Clover said.

“All right,” Winter answered. “But we probably don’t have much more time than that.”

Andrus’s right foot slipped and he started to fall. Geth held him up with his arms, but Andrus couldn’t support his own weight with just his left foot. It slipped off the lip of the stone pillar, and his body slid down. Geth kept ahold of Andrus’s right arm while Andrus clung to Winter’s ankle with his left hand.

“Don’t let me fall,” Andrus yelled, scraping his feet against the stone column in an attempt to find footing.

“Hurry!” Winter screamed, knowing she couldn’t hold Andrus for much longer.

Sait, who had been standing on Andrus’s toes, fell to his knees. His right knee slipped off the column, but he was able to put his arms around Geth’s and Winter’s legs to keep from falling.

“Really hurry,” Winter yelled.

Geth felt something tickle his nose. He thought at first that it might be a bug, but as it brushed against his arm he could see it was a white strand of thread.

“What’s this?” Geth yelled.

“It’s all I could find,” Clover hollered down. “I took it from those awful people Leven used to live with. They never used it—besides, there’s nothing else long enough to reach you from up here.”

“There’s no way this will support us,” Geth said.

“Just tie it around your waists,” Clover yelled, his voice sounding huge in the echo of the cavern. “I have an idea.”

Geth pulled the thin string down. It was slick and smelled minty.

“That’s going to save us?” Winter said. “It’s dental floss.”

“It’s all we’ve got,” Geth said. “Circle it around your waist and Sait’s a couple of times. Then have Andrus tie the end to himself.”

“We don’t exactly have free hands,” Andrus pointed out.

“We’ll help.”

They worked the dental floss around them twice, using their fingertips and mouths. Eventually they got the end tied to Andrus.

“I don’t want to be a downer,” Andrus said. “But if this is the best we’ve got, we’re going to die.”

Moonlight dripped down through the hole up above and rolled along the length of the dental floss. It circled around them, coating every bit of the floss.

“Interesting,” Geth said.

“Moonlit floss?” Winter said sarcastically, her green eyes huge. “I guess I can stop worrying.”

“Hold on,” Geth said. “If heated, the moonlight here can become quite rigid and strong.”

The next wave of moonlight flowed down the floss, coating the first layer and making the floss even thicker.

“How coated does it have to be to support all of us?” Winter yelled.

The ground began to rumble again.

“I hope not too thick,” Geth answered.

More moonlight raced down the floss, making the rope about a quarter-inch thick.

The ground rumbled even more. Stone from the ground above them broke off and fell down. The thin column their lives were depending on wobbled like a rubbery carrot as the moonlight continued to flow, dripping slowly along the line as it wound around the four of them.

“I can’t hold on much longer,” Andrus said, barely clinging to Winter’s heel.

Geth shifted his hold and tried the strength of the line. “It’s getting there. Hang on.”

“My knee is slipping,” Sait cried. “And I can’t feel my legs.”

“Just hold on,” Geth encouraged.

“This is crazy,” Winter yelled. “We’re waiting for the moonlight to make a strand of dental floss strong enough to hold us? I bet Clover doesn’t even have the other end tied off.”

“That would be a problem,” Geth said calmly.

“That would be a horrible problem,” Andrus wailed.

“I’m going to jump,” Sait said. “There’s got to be water down there. I can hear things splashing into it.”

“If you jump, you take all of us,” Winter said frantically. “And for every splash I hear down there, I also hear a crash.”

“But my knee.”

“And my legs.”

Moonlight spiraled down the floss for another coating, making the string about the width of a heavy plastic cable. The ground shook and the column moved enough to cause Winter to lose her balance. She fell backwards a few inches before Geth was able to steady her. His grabbing ahold of her caused the pillar to sway more.

“I’m going to throw up,” Andrus said.

“I’m going to jump,” Sait threatened again.

The cavern shook, and a spectacular crack rang out as the column snapped in two and dropped to the ground like a gigantic broken arrow.

Winter screamed. Andrus wailed. And Sait passed out as the stone dropped out from beneath them. There was a rush of wind and then a jarring stop as the moonlit floss miraculously held strong. The looping around the four of them wasn’t as perfect as it should have been, but it was holding. Andrus was hanging from his knees, Sait was cinched up to Winter’s left side, and Geth and Winter were tied side by side at the waist. They all four swung like an abstract pendulum.

“Amazing,” Geth chimed in.

The ground above and below continued to rock and rumble.

Clover stuck his head down in the hole and smiled at the sight. “It worked,” he clapped.

“Perfectly,” Geth said.

“Now get us up,” Winter pleaded.

“Up?” Clover asked. “I guess I hadn’t thought that far. You want to know how I warmed it up?”

“What?” Winter asked, not caring about anything besides getting up and getting untied.

“How I heated up the floss?” Clover clarified.

Only his echo responded.

“I tied the other end to a fantrum tree and then told the tree a bunch of stories about cute girls. I’ve never seen a fantrum tree go so red so fast. It not only heated up the string, it melted a bunch of bark off its crown. I’ve got some great stories.”

“Fantastic,” Winter yelled. “Now get us up.”

“I’m going to need to get some help for that.”

“Well, get it fast,” Andrus whined.

“Right,” Clover said, dashing off, all humor gone from his voice.

Geth and Winter and Andrus and Sait were left to swing under the dripping moonlight.

“You must think fate’s pretty clever,” Winter said, her arms going limp from the loss of circulation.

“I’m never disappointed,” Geth said. “Fate is pretty clever.”

“Clever? I’d write that down if I had a pen,” Andrus said sincerely. “Or a piece of paper. Or actual feeling in my hands.”

“Don’t worry,” Sait said. “He’ll probably say something like it again before the night’s through.”

Winter smiled. The four of them swung gently in the night as the destruction of Lith proceeded.
  

Chapter Thirty-Six

Swig of Foo
 

Surprise parties are fun. Unless, of course, the ones waiting to surprise you are a group of murderous thugs who think you took something of value from their possession and now want it back. If that is the case, I suggest you give it to them and run.

Fast.

But the kind of surprise parties with cake and streamers and piñatas that you had no idea were coming can be very satisfying. Who doesn’t like walking into a room where they thought there was nothing but leftovers to discover a ring of friends and a cake? If you meet people who say they wouldn’t like that, do not trust them in any aspect of life. In fact, I suggest you run.

Fast.

Tim was surprised.

It was as if the forces of the universe had gotten together and said, “You know that brilliant garbage man with the pretty wife and two children? Let’s throw him a surprise party that will not only catch him off guard, but will change every thought he ever has from now on.”

Tim was very surprised.

One minute he was in a lake drowning, and the next he was standing on a dirt road facing a row of spectacular mountains and being swarmed by small furry creatures who insisted he was brilliant and would be best suited by picking them.

Tim screamed for only the third time in his life.

He batted and swatted and kicked. He danced and punched and rolled over and over against the ground. Still the sycophants covered him. A brown-haired one took his hand and begged him to consider choosing it. Tim flung the poor thing off to the side of the road. A red-haired one latched onto Tim’s right arm and kept telling Tim how good it was and how safe he would be if only he would choose it. Tim pulled the sycophant off his arm and tossed it to the ground. Another planted itself on Tim’s foot and looked up at him with wide eyes, pleading to be the one. Tim kicked his leg and sent the sycophant flinging a good half mile into some trees.

“Stop it,” Tim yelled. “Get away from me.”

“You’ll do fine,” one said.

“I think you’d be very smart to pick me.”

“You’re a wise human, and I am here to serve.”

The sycophants fought with one another, kicking and punching until only a handful of the most dominant ones were still fighting over Tim. Two knocked each other out, leaving only a fat gray one and a wiry blond one. Tim swatted at both of them, but they kept disappearing and then reappearing to tell him something positive about himself.
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The fat one kicked at the blond one, but as it kicked, the blond sycophant pulled the fat one’s leg up, spinning its confused adversary into the trees.

The blond sycophant materialized on Tim’s right arm.

“And then there was me,” it said.

Tim screamed for the fourth time in his life. His foot slipped on the dirt path and he fell to the ground face first.

“You’re okay,” the sycophant said, disappearing quickly. “You’re in a place called Foo.”

Tim pushed himself up and stared in the direction of the sycophant’s voice.

“This is Foo?” Tim asked with excitement.

“Yes, this is Foo.”

Tim smiled a weary smile.

“You know about it?” the sycophant asked, surprised. “How can that be?”

“I’ve been trying to get here,” Tim said, standing slowly. “I can’t believe it exists. What are you?”

“I’m a sycophant. My name is Swig. But, as is customary, you can rename me if you wish.”

“A sycophant?” Tim asked.

“We are aware that the term has been perverted in Reality,” Swig said. “But it was our word here first. Somehow it leaked through dreams into your vocabulary long ago.”

“And where exactly is here?”

“Foo.”

“I know that,” Tim said. “But where is Foo?”

A horselike creature with six legs flew across the sky, landed gracefully, and galloped into the trees. Tim stared at it with awe.

“Foo exists in the folds of your mind,” Swig said.

“Impossible.”

“Really?” Swig said sincerely. “And yet here you are.”

Tim looked at himself. He looked down at his arms and legs. He shuffled his feet against the dirt and ran his hand through his hair.

“I’m here,” Tim said. “I can’t believe it’s real.”

“Believe it,” Swig said. “And I’m here to help you in any way I can.”

“It would help if I could see you,” Tim said.

Swig materialized instantly. He was about eleven inches tall, with blond fur all over his body. He was wearing a dark brown robe that hung open at the front, showing his furry stomach and chest. Swig had soft purple eyes and ears that looked like flat maple leaves that had been pressed in a book for years. His feet were bare, as were his knobby, long fingers. He smiled in a submissive, unassuming way.

“I’m looking for someone,” Tim said.

“Really?” Swig said, having never heard of a nit who had come to Foo looking for something, much less one who already knew of Foo.

“A girl,” Tim said. “She goes by the name of Winter.”

“Nice,” Swig replied seriously. “I’ve got a sister named Spring.”

Tim looked deflated. “I guess it would have been too much to hope that you knew her,” he said.

“Foo’s a giant place,” Swig said. “But if you must find her, fate will put her in your path. It brought you here.”

“Fate?” Tim asked, looking around. “Are there people around I could ask?”

“The city of Cusp is just a couple of miles down,” Swig said. “All new nits are welcomed there. Perhaps someone there has heard of this Winter.”

“Which way?”

Swig pointed.

A light rain began to fall. Lightning flashed far away in the valley of Morfit as a small storm passed through. Tim could hear faint whispering in the wind.

It was insulting.

“Ignore the thunder,” Swig said, noticing Tim wince. “It can be quite rude. Now, I’ve had one burn before you. He preferred that I walk behind him. Do you have a preference?”

“No.”

“Would it be too forward if I asked to ride on your shoulders?”

Tim reached down and pulled Swig up onto his left shoulder as the distant thunder called him weak-chinned.

“It’s like it knows me,” Tim said, referring to the thunder.

“Foo is a stranger to no man,” Swig said. “A surprise, maybe, but no stranger.”

Tim moved quickly in the direction Swig had previously pointed. He was bewildered and confused, but a larger part of him was relieved to have finally found Foo.
  

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Dangling
 

Geth, Winter, Andrus, and Sait swung in small circles at the end of the moonlit floss. The rope holding them was now as big around as a quarter. The rumbling had increased to the point where they had to yell to one another to be heard.

“We can’t hang here forever,” Andrus cried.

“I’ve got no circulation in the bottom half of my body,” Sait said. “Can’t someone just loosen the rope a bit?”

“No,” Geth insisted.

“You lithens are infuriating,” Andrus said.

“Loosen the rope and we all fall,” Winter pointed out.

Clover slid down the moonlit cord and landed softly on Geth’s head.

“Everyone doing okay?” he asked.

“I’ve been better,” Winter admitted.

Clover looked at Geth closely. “Are you losing weight?” he asked. “Because you look great. I didn’t think diets made you shorter.”

“He’s shrinking,” Winter said.

“Oh, Leven had that problem,” Clover said. “Anyhow, it seems that Lith is falling apart. From up top, I could see the Want’s house crumbling in the distance. It’s gone now.”

“Our heart goes out to him,” Winter said, frustrated. “I hope we live to see the wreckage.”

“Lith’s not exactly falling apart,” Geth said, ignoring Winter’s frustration. “The soil is slithering beneath the water to join with the soil of the gloam. By morning Lith will be completely gone. Just a spot on the water.”

“I wish I had one of those cameras from Reality,” Clover said. “I know I’ll always have the memory of this, but the details—I forget some . . .”

The cavern bellowed and hissed. The cord they were hanging from bounced up and down.

“The moonlight’s spongy tonight,” Clover said.

Winter had a clever response to that, but it was drowned out by the loud scraping of sheets of rock breaking free and crashing to the ground. At the same moment, the five of them were pulled upward about six feet in a long, dragging motion.

“We moved!” Sait exclaimed.

“And it was up,” Andrus added.

“I’ll see what’s happening,” Clover said.   

He scampered up the rope, hand over hand, and disappeared out of the hole and into the great above.

The rope dragged upward another four feet. This time, after the initial pull, the rope kept moving up slowly.

“Have you thought about what might happen if we actually make it?” Winter asked, her neck hanging back from the position she was tied in.

“The circulation will return to our bodies,” Andrus said.

“It’s not that,” Winter said. “I’m pretty sure the hole isn’t big enough to pull us through.”

Everyone looked up.

“It’s not big enough to pull even one of us through,” Sait wailed.

“Any suggestions?” Winter asked Geth.

“Fate’s gotten us this far,” he replied.

“Remind me never to be in peril with you again,” Winter said passionately. “This isn’t a test to see if you believe, it’s the last moments of our lives, last moments we should be using to save Leven.”

Clover scrambled back down headfirst. When he had almost reached them he lost his grip on the slick, moonlit rope and fell, crashing into Geth’s head.

“Sorry. It’s the trees,” Clover said breathlessly. “And the bushes and even stones. They’re all uprooting and moving to higher ground. The tree you’re tied to is trying to get up to the roundlands. All the stones are rolling to the sea.”

“They know Lith is sinking,” Geth said quietly.

“That’s not such a hard thing to figure out,” Clover said. “I bet the island is halfway underwater. I can hear the water rising beneath you even now.”

“That tree better hurry,” Sait said.

The small stream of moonlight lit the cavern enough that they could fully witness its falling apart.

“What about the opening?” Geth asked Clover as they continued to jerk upward. “Can it be widened?”

Clover ran back up the shaky rope.

“Seeeeee,” Geth said to Winter, his voice shaking from the movement. “It’ll work ouuuuut.”

Twelve seconds later Clover was back down.

“There’s nothing I can do,” Clover said. “The ground is too hard to break apart.”

“Well, we’re not going to fit through that,” Sait complained as the rope dragged them closer.

“Then we’re going to die,” Andrus said softly, as if he had just now realized the true severity of the situation.

“Careful,” Geth said. “We escaped from the cage, had a pillar to stand on, and are now being suspended by moonlight. I’d say fate has something besides death in store for us.”

“I guess we’ll find out momentarily if you’re right,” Winter said.

The tree on the other end must have been getting desperate, because they were now moving up in a series of rapid jerks.

“Wow, that tree must be jumping,” Geth said.

“How sad,” Clover observed. “It probably abandoned its roots. It won’t live even if it does find dry, solid soil.”

They were twenty feet from the opening.

“This is bad,” Sait bawled.

Ten feet.

“My pathetic life is flashing before my eyes,” Andrus said. “And I’m embarrassed by how pointless it is.”

Three feet.

“Hold on,” Geth said unnecessarily, reaching up to touch the ceiling.

He grabbed at the edge of the opening and tried as hard as he could to pull at the ground. It was solid stone, and his strength was not enough to do anything with it.

The tree pulled them up farther, shooting Geth’s arm through the hole and cramming his and Winter’s heads against the cavern’s ceiling.

The moonlight holding them creaked as the scared tree frantically tried to climb higher. The rope twisted and pinned Andrus and Sait right up under Geth and Winter. Clover hopped around all of them looking for anything he could loosen or some way he could help. The cavern rumbled and choked as the sound of rushing water filling in holes increased below.

“I can’t breathe,” Andrus gasped. “The rope.”

“My lungs are being smashed,” Sait added.

Geth’s and Winter’s faces were pushed tight against the ceiling, preventing them from speaking as freely as those with bound lungs.

Up above, the frightened tree pulled as hard as it could. Just as the rope was about to cut everyone in half, the moonlight broke and Geth, Winter, Clover, Andrus, and Sait fell hundreds of feet into an entirely different mess.

The freed tree, meanwhile, hopped its way to a higher ground that would soon be nothing but water.
  

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Into the Dark
 

The air above the castle was filled with hundreds of confused rovens. Their panicked screaming competed with the sound of Lith being dragged under. Over half of Lith was underwater, and every tree and bush that had ever grown on the island was tearing up roots to get to where the castle once stood.

The roundlands on the top of Lith were filling in like an old forest. Other trees, unable to make it that far, plummeted off cliffs and mountain walls down into the Veil Sea, their limbs waving desperately as they fell to their wet deaths.

The great castle that once had been was now several smaller structures covered in debris and fire. Nits by the hundred were fleeing from the scene, only to be trampled by trees or brought up short by the increasing lack of land.

Lith was disappearing.

Leven heard the sound of feet running and tried to open his eyes. His head felt like someone had filled it with lead and was now jumping on it. He could smell smoke and feel heat on the right side of his face.

He willed his eyes to open, but they wouldn’t.

His thoughts were abstract and confusing. He kept seeing his mother and Antsel, only to have their faces replaced by those of Addy and Terry. He could see the first time he had met Winter, and the dark center of the earth where he had first been introduced to Geth. He could see Clover under his bed and Geth as a man. He could see his mother and her smiling at him. He could see the Want’s eyes, shriveled and dangling.

“Help me,” Leven whispered as he lay there between the mounds of rumbling debris.

There was no one to hear him. Even if there had been any nits nearby, they never would have stopped, too concerned for their own lives.

Leven could hear the cries of the rovens and the screams of people running about. All the noise was punctuated by the ripping apart and disintegration of Lith.

“Move,” the Want’s voice sounded.

Leven’s body shook with chills. The voice seemed to push through his skin and scrape up against his bones.

“Move.” The Want’s speech was like the sound of water being poured over hot coals.

Leven opened his eyes. There was fire to the right of him and smoke everywhere. But there was no Want. Leven’s right hand was bloody from a gash he had suffered while being blown off his feet.

“Arise.”

Leven stood slowly, his black robe moving in the odd wind. He was surprised by all the trees everywhere. One tree in the distance caught fire, and he watched it jump off the edge and down into the water. Leven could see some nits still with their faces to the ground sucking on the last bits of dreams and refusing to run for their lives.

“Come,” the voice whispered directly to Leven’s soul.

“Where are you?” Leven asked the air, not expecting an answer. The Want’s voice seemed to originate more from inside of him than from some other place.

Leven turned.

There was a large portion of the castle still standing. The far side of it smoldered, and all around it lay stones and rock that had crumbled from its face. Hundreds of trees huddled together near it, as if it offered safety.

“Quickly,” the voice hissed.

Leven stepped through the wreckage and around a rectangular fire. The trees circling the castle were not about to let him through. Almost instinctually, Leven raised his hand, and the trees reluctantly parted.

“Come,” the Want’s voice whispered.

Leven’s heart was torn. His soul was so confused. Ever since he had seen the longing, his feelings for Foo had intensified. He wanted nothing but to set her free and let the whole of Foo feel as he did. He knew fate had a path it needed him to walk, but Leven wished the Want would just take care of whatever fate wanted so that he could release Phoebe.

“Come,” the Want’s voice said sternly.

Leven kicked at a large wooden plank that had most likely been a door at some time. He reached down and pulled it out of the way and stepped into an archway that was covered with stone and as dark as decay.

“Come.”

Leven’s heart beat like the slamming of doors—each thump more painful and perceived than the last. He moved down into the dark and found a large room still intact. Light from a fire lit it just enough for him to see his way.

“Forward,” the voice sounded.

The word seemed to give Leven a bit of hope, as if he were moving in the right direction. The ground beneath him shook like a beaten carpet. He could still hear the faint screams of rovens and nits outside. At the end of the room was a dark hallway almost entirely hidden by long, gray drapes. Leven parted the fabric and stepped behind it. The drapes settled back into place and silenced all noise from outside.

Leven looked into the dark. He moved forward, reaching out into the blackness. His hand trembled and his heart pounded loudly enough for him to hear it.

A thick, screeching form sprang from the darkness and pounded Leven in the chest. He fell backward onto the ground, grasping at his assailant, tearing away handfuls of stringy blackness. Leven rolled over, pulling the being with him. He shifted and wrapped his arms around the form, squeezing the breath out of it. Three thin lines of moonlight scratched across the attacker’s face.

“You,” Leven whispered in disbelief.

“I need the key,” the Want’s shadow demanded, shoving his dark fist into Leven’s face.

Leven saw stars and felt the earth move.

“Give me the key!”

Leven tore at the shadow’s face, ripping bits of black from its chin and neck. As quickly as Leven tore the pieces away, the shadow regained its shape. The shadow screamed and bit Leven on the cheek.

“The key!” it shrieked.

“No,” Leven yelled, turning to hold the shadow around its neck.

The shadow disappeared and reappeared, holding Leven in the same position.

“You can’t defeat me,” the shadow hissed.

Leven tried clapping his hands, remembering how he had gotten rid of Sabine’s shadows. The trick didn’t work. Leven was not surprised, as the Want’s single shadow was so much more substantive and humanlike.

“I need the key!” The shadow tore at Leven’s robe, grasping for the key that hung around his neck.

Leven pulled himself up onto his knees and swung, plowing a hole right through the shadow. The dark form screamed as the hole filled back in.

It was so dark that at times Leven couldn’t even see what he was fighting. But he could feel the shadow grasping at the key and trying to pull it off of his neck.

Leven pushed forward, shoving the shadow up two stairs and into a wall. The wall, already weakened from the rumbling ground of Lith, pushed out. Leven and the shadow rolled into a half-collapsed room with no roof.

Leven wriggled from the shadow and kicked it in the jaw as he stood up. The shadow flew back, disappeared in a puff of black, and reappeared two inches in front of Leven, sending a swift kick to Leven’s gut. As Leven bent to breathe, the shadow ripped the leather cord from around his neck. Leven reached out, grabbing the key as it was being pulled away. He yanked the key so hard that the leather strap broke, leaving him with the key and the shadow with the cord.

Leven clutched the key as tightly as he could.

The Want’s shadow stood there staring at Leven’s closed fist.

“It’s mine,” the shadow hissed.

“I don’t think so,” Leven panted.

“I held it and I want it back,” the shadow screeched. “He who casts me is a fool to have let it go.”

The shadow lunged, tearing at Leven’s clenched fingers. Leven pulled back and the shadow stilled itself.

“I want it.”

Leven relaxed his grip just a bit. Moonlight pushed in between his fingers and sparkled off the key.

The shadow moaned. It sprang toward Leven just as the surface of Lith made a giant rocking motion. Leven’s left foot slipped, and as he reached out to steady himself, his fist slashed against the Want’s shadow. The bit of key sticking out sliced off a portion of the shadow’s right cheek. The chunk of black fell to the ground wriggling and hissing. Unlike before, the missing piece did not re-form on the shadow.

Leven looked at the key. “The metal,” he whispered.

The shadow lunged again, and this time Leven swung his arm in a broad arc, slicing off the shadow’s right arm. The arm fell to the ground and crawled out of the room hissing.

The shadow disappeared and reappeared behind Leven. It kicked Leven in the back of the knees. But as he fell, he turned and sliced off the shadow’s two legs. The shadow fell to the ground. It screamed and hollered, its eyes focused on the key the whole time.

Its severed legs made such a huge hissing sound that rovens up above took notice and began to circle.

“I want the key,” the shadow wailed. “I want to hold it again.”

“I won’t make that mistake twice,” Leven said.

He stepped forward and sliced the shadow’s neck. The shadow’s head fell to the ground and screamed.

“Never,” Leven whispered.

A huge roven picked up one of the shadow’s legs and flew off. Another roven took the screaming head, and a couple of others moved in and began to fight over the body.

Leven looked around him. Lith was falling apart even further. The sound of fire and water and crumbling stone filled his head.

“Was that what I was supposed to do?” Leven yelled to the sky.

A strong wind blew down and brought behind it a momentary silence. It was as if the sound had been muted. Leven turned to look back toward the direction he had come from.

A soft voice whispered, “It is time.”

At first Leven had seemed to hear the voice in his heart. Now he was clearly hearing it in his mind.

“Fate is ready,” the voice said.

Leven stepped back into the dark hall and down the steps. The hallway opened into a stone-walled chamber. His soul was unsteady and disappointed that there was still more for him to do.

A low wind blew and a ray of moonlight slipped through a thin crack, exposing a sword resting by itself on the ground. It lay there like an infant nobody wanted.

It had not been there before.

Its hilt was egg shaped, and the center of it glowed a soft yellow. The blade was sharp on one side and covered with jagged teeth on the other. It wasn’t as long as a typical sword, but it wasn’t as short as a knife either.
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Leven looked at it lying there and felt a great sense of danger swell within his body. It was as if the very air was planning to kill him. He reached down and picked the sword up with one swift movement. He held it in his left hand, not wanting to get blood from his cut hand on it. He marveled at the metal that had been used to create it.

“They can see you,” the Want’s voice said.

Leven looked around anxiously, wielding the sword. The moonlight shifted and disappeared, leaving the stone room pitch-black. A feeling of suffocating dread filled the air. Leven heard someone stepping closer.

“Who’s there?” Leven shouted.

Heavy footsteps pressed against the stone floor.

“Who is it?” Leven demanded, still energized from the fight he had just survived.

“Thrust the sword into the dark,” the Want’s voice said.

“I can’t,” Leven said strongly.

“Thrust the sword into the dark.”

Leven’s body burned. He longed to make Foo right, but his heart was too confused to obey. He hefted the sword in his hand.

“Thrust the sword into the dark.”

Leven’s body took over. He pulled back and thrust the sword. His hand seemed to glide effortlessly through the air, coming to a stop against something solid and cold. Whatever he had hit crumbled to the floor with a soft thud. Large patches of clouds shifted in the dark sky above, and moonlight burst through a thousand openings, illuminating the room in sparkling shafts.

There on the ground in front of Leven lay the Want.
  

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Too Late
 

Geth, Winter, Clover, Andrus, and Sait hit the water like a gangly stone, arms and legs flailing like a fight scene in the Sunday comics. The rope around them tangled, making it almost impossible for them to swim up for air.

Winter pushed at the rope. She could feel Sait pulling her under as he tried to get up above the water. The rushing water was trying desperately to find a way out of the cavern. The group of tethered beings spun as they were pushed up against and around giant stalagmites and walls. If it weren’t for the rope binding them, they would have been separated at every turn.

Sait screamed.

Clover bounced around from Andrus’s knee to Geth’s head to Winter’s shoulder. All five of them dropped six feet as the water fell suddenly to a lower level.

“Hang on,” Clover said.

It was dark, and every precipice and wall came as a complete surprise. They hit another stalagmite and the water pulled them around the side of it.

The roar of water up ahead was almost deafening. A moment later they dropped twenty feet, dipping down into the water and then bobbing back up like a barrel. A rock fell from above and hit Andrus on the left shoulder.

He screamed but could barely be heard.

“We’ll get through this,” Geth said. “Lith is a series of caves and caverns, but there are many openings as well.”

“What if the water has already risen above the openings?” Winter screamed.

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Geth said almost cheerfully. “It’ll be interesting to find out.

Sait passed out, obviously lacking interest. His body became dead weight that beat up against the rest of them.

“If Lith is halfway under, then—” Water filled Geth’s mouth, causing him to cough and sputter.

“If Lith is halfway under,” he tried again, “then there should still be a few openings.”

“Light,” Andrus shouted.

It was faint, but the others could see it as well. There was an opening, and the night sky wasn’t quite as dark as the cavern walls. The opening was wide enough for them to get through, but showed no signs of what was on the other side of it.

“We’re moving too fast,” Winter yelled. “What if there’s a drop?”

“We had to have been at the very top of the island,” Andrus said.

“I didn’t think we were that—” Geth never got a chance to say “high.” The thick sleeve of water they were caught in reached the hole and spat them out with force. All five of them blew out of the cliff’s wall. Unfortunately, they were hundreds of feet above the Veil Sea.

Winter screamed, her voice trailing like a falling star.

Andrus used the moment to imitate Sait and pass out. Clover grabbed onto Winter’s head, covering her eyes with his hands, and Geth spread his arms and, like a true lithen, enjoyed the ride down.

ii

Leven fell to his knees.

The sword he had thrust was piercing the side of the Want’s left shoulder. It would have been a superficial wound to anyone else, but fate had guided Leven’s hand and found the weak spot.

There is only one way to kill a Want. It is not an easy thing to do. I would have never even thought it possible if I had not been reading a dusty old book I stumbled upon in an abandoned candle shop in Ohio. In it was a story that spoke of the Want’s possessing a weak spot—a small, red circle that travels across his skin, constantly shifting and moving. There are, of course, many spots that drift across the Want’s skin, but only one is the weak spot. If someone who is picked by fate hits the Want on the right mark, then it is meant to be, and the Want will die.

“No,” Leven said angrily. “Why would you?”

He picked the Want up in his arms. He felt so small and light. The Want’s eyes were still covered, but Leven could see him smiling.

“I’m so sorry,” the Want said, laughing lightly.

“Why?”

“Purely selfish,” the Want choked. “I have lived too long. I’m so tired of all the dreams and the desires. This will be your problem now.”

“I don’t understand,” Leven said carefully.

“How could you ever understand?” the Want coughed. “There are so many who need you. I used you to free me. I have given up my integrity to fulfill my fate. Now the fate of Foo is yours. I will worry myself no more.”

“How could you?”

“It was my design all along. I betrayed you and Antsel and Geth. I’m afraid I also did some things that will make your fight even harder. But my fears are calmed by the fact that I’m free.”

The Want’s chin was pale and relaxed. As if on impulse, Leven reached out and lifted the hood he was wearing to look into his eyes.

Leven gasped. The Want’s raisin eyes hung in their slimy wet sockets. Leven could see miniscule objects twisting around the withered eyes. A light glowed from behind them, but even now the light was dimming.

“I’ve seen too many dreams,” the Want said with glee. “My eyes are yours now.”

“No,” Leven insisted, reaching up to feel his own eyes.

“The transition will take time,” he laughed. “But you’re the Want now. And your moods and your thoughts and your actions will curse or bless all of humankind.”

“What if I refuse?” Leven argued.

“It won’t change a thing,” he coughed. “You will still be the Want and I suppose Foo will crumble and you’ll be left alone. The Dearth will simply take over sooner rather than later.”

“What?” Leven questioned.

The Want smiled lightly.

“I don’t have to worry about any of it,” he said happily. “Even my shadow is destroyed. Sorry about that; he wasn’t supposed to interfere.”

“Why me?” Leven asked, upset. “I don’t understand.”

“It’s your blood.”

“What does my . . .”

Leven stopped to look at who he held. His hands and mind trembled.

“You can see it, can’t you?” the old man asked, his withered eyes looking directly at Leven. “You can see the truth?”

“I don’t know what I see,” Leven whispered. “If what I think is true, you’re supposed to be dead. Now here you are alive.”

“Only momentarily,” Hector Thumps said.

Leven was dumbfounded. He looked closely at the face of his grandfather, searching for some bit of recognition.

“I don’t believe it,” Leven whispered.

“Yes you do.”

“Did Amelia know?” Leven asked softly.

“No,” Hector gasped. “She thought me dead. I would have been, if fate had not put me in line for the life I have since lived.”

“Does Geth know?”

“He suspected,” Hector said. “That was one of the reasons I sent him to take care of you. I knew that only my blood could take the reins. Up until now you were too young. Now you have come and pierced my shoulder, but fate has found it fitting to let me pass on.”

“How could my own grandfather do this to me?” Leven reasoned. “You brought me here for this?”

“It was time. I have lived too long. I’m done,” Hector coughed. “I’ve seen too many things. My mind has not been my own for years. I want out of the pain of knowing everything. It’s now your turn.”

Leven was so confused. He wanted more than anything to hold his grandfather and cry. Every bit of family he had encountered in his life had disappeared as quickly as they had come into the picture. He couldn’t comprehend the madness his grandfather must have been suffering to sell out not only the whole of Foo but his own grandson as well.

“Someday you will understand,” Hector choked.

“I’ll never understand,” Leven said, hurt, his eyes burning a new shade of gold. “I’ll never understand what kind of grandfather could do this.”

Hector Thumps laughed. “Sorry,” he choked. “But it just feels so good to think of other things. Besides, the events set in motion cannot be completely fulfilled while the sycophants still live. You hold the key that I promised to Azure. It was my single move to prevent him from grabbing all he was reaching for and satisfiying the Dearth.

“The Dearth?” Leven asked.

“Fate cannot hold him below forever,” Hector rasped. “There must be opposition in all things, and he will prevail unless you are strong enough. Show your key to no one. If they know what it looks like, they can try to re-create it.There’s still a chance that Foo can be saved. You need only . . . no, no. I won’t even think about what you should do. The tone of all mankind’s dreams now rests with you, and I am free. And, sadly, I’m afraid you have not known peril yet.”

“But I haven’t even seen a single dream,” Leven argued.

“That’s not my concern.”

“It should be,” Leven said boldly.

“Then release Phoebe.”

“What?” Leven asked.

Hector Thumps pulled out a thin strand of leather from around his own neck. There was another key hanging from the leather.

“Take this,” Hector choked. “Phoebe’s release will change the whole of Foo.”

Hector smiled one final time as his withered eyes turned cold and dimmed.

“I’ve lived such a long time,” he coughed.

Leven held his grandfather and cried with anger and sorrow.
  

Chapter Forty

Swabs
 

Dennis climbed onto the boat with Ezra tucked under his collar. The day was gray and the skies looked full of moisture and mischief. The Russian ship would be leaving the German dock soon, on its way to Newfoundland. Dennis and Ezra figured it was a good start toward getting where they needed to go.

“We’ll see where I’m drawn to once we get there,” Ezra had said.

The crew chief of the Russian ship had raised his eyebrows when Dennis had informed him that he had only an American driver’s license and no passport. But the crew chief had said yes in the end because they were shorthanded, and it took a lot of hands to get a boat as big as they were sailing safely across the Atlantic Ocean.

“No weapons?” the crew chief had asked.

“None,” Dennis had replied, wondering if he needed to declare the toothpick he was packing.

Dennis found his bunk and was handed a broom by a tall man with bad skin and big teeth. The man pointed to the floor as if Dennis might not be accustomed to the act of sweeping.

Dennis was all too familiar. As he moved the broom in a nice pattern, he thought of how strangely his life was turning out. He looked at the faded marking on his skin and wondered if he would ever be completely back to normal.

“Look at you, broom boy,” Ezra said, surfacing from his pocket. “Can’t get away from who you really are.”

Dennis didn’t even acknowledge Ezra.

“What’s the matter?” Ezra mocked. “Manhood got your tongue?”

Dennis pushed the broom into the corner and pulled out a long trail of dust.

“You need me,” Dennis said calmly.

“Excuse me,” Ezra raged, his one eye blinking madly. “I’m letting you tag along.”

“I found you,” Dennis said bravely. “I carved you. And I kept you when Sabine wanted to toss you aside.”

Ezra stared at Dennis with his mouth open. Dennis looked away and kept sweeping.

“My little janitor has grown a backbone,” Ezra finally said. “It’s about time. You’re going to need it where we’re going. How fast did you say this boat can go?”

Dennis took an educated guess.

“That’s it?” Ezra spat.

“Maybe a little faster once we’re out to sea,” Dennis added.

“It’s going to have to do better than that,” Ezra said.

Ezra slipped back under Dennis’s collar while Dennis gave the deck a second sweep. The calm sea was in stark contrast to Dennis’s state of mind.

He finished sweeping and stood at the bow of the boat as it worked up speed. Wind ran over his aerodynamic head and blew his wrinkle-proof pants. Dennis put his arms to his waist. He felt as if he were heading to war and he was the only person who knew the plans.

“Are you thinking again?” Ezra asked with disgust.

Dennis nodded, realizing that he rather enjoyed the feeling.

ii

Addy came home from work in one of her moods. She had two of them—moods, that is—mean, and stinking mean. She slammed her car door getting out. She slammed the mailbox after checking for mail. She slammed the screen door and then the door behind it. She stomped across the floor like a spoiled mountain. She reached into a kitchen cabinet and pulled out a glass. She then slammed the cabinet. She retrieved a piece of stale cake from the fridge and slammed that door too. She slammed her fingers in the drawer after finding a fork.

She then moved from mean to stinking mean.

She could see Terry from the corner of her eye. He was watching TV with the volume up too loud as usual. She was also still upset over the fight they had had that morning over him stealing her dental floss.

“Sit here all day?” she asked cruelly, not expecting to get an answer. “The world’s falling apart, and you wouldn’t know it. I watched the Washington Monument get up and walk on CNN today. Sitting there folding napkins and watching the world fall apart. And here you are doing nothing.”

Terry’s recliner-rocker swiveled around. Terry was sitting there wearing the robe he had found—which, unbeknownst to him, had belonged to Antsel—and looking as smug as a toad who had just successfully swallowed a whole eagle.

Cake fell from Addy’s mouth.

“Where’d you get that?” she said, spraying small crumbs into the air.

“Found it,” Terry said, brushing the right arm. “Looks like my metal detector is paying off.”

“That ain’t metal,” Addy pointed out.

“Still,” Terry said, standing. “I wouldn’t have found this without it.”

Addy set down her plate and walked slowly around Terry. The robe he had on was threadbare in a few spots, but still remarkably regal looking. It didn’t appear to be something purchased from a discount store. It looked black, with a pattern of rectangles running along the hems, but as Addy circled around a second time she could see that the robe was actually a very dark purple.

Addy couldn’t believe how handsome it made Terry. His unshaven face looked rugged, while his dirty hands testified of a man who knew how to work. The roguish way he slurred his words almost made her smothered heart flutter. And if Addy wasn’t mistaken, it appeared that Terry was hovering a couple of inches above the floor.

“I bet this cost over fifty bucks when it was new,” Terry bragged.

“Fifty?” Addy said. “I’ve seen dresses like that for almost three hundred.”

Terry lowered himself and then sat back down as if light-headed.

“That metal detector paid for itself and then some,” he whispered reverently. “I’ll tell you something else. I think this thing can do things.”

“Do things?” Addy said with a smirk.

“I put it on and the dirt around me began to bubble.”

“There’s something about this Oklahoma soil,” Addy said in awe. “Frozen houses, bubbling dirt.”

Terry’s show came back on—he swiveled around toward the TV and away from Addy.

“Is that the last piece of cake?” he asked over his shoulder.

“Yes,” Addy replied, still thinking about how Terry looked. She stepped over and handed him the portion she hadn’t eaten yet, brushing the bite that had fallen from her mouth off of the plate and onto the floor.

Terry looked at her leaning into him and flinched as if he were being handed a bomb.

“Here,” Addy said. “Take it.”

Terry was in awe. His red eyes burned, and he scratched his nose.

“Paid for itself and then some,” he said, shoving a bite into his mouth. “Paid for itself and then some.”

Addy couldn’t have agreed more.

iii

Janet was so disappointed. She felt as if she had changed greatly in the short time she had been in Foo. But when she looked at her reflection in the moonlit water, she appeared every bit as sour and stubborn as she had once been.

“I don’t feel like I look,” Janet said to Osck.

Osck stared at her, even more taken with the way she reflected off his fiery being. He had become obsessed with her—so much so that he looked for every chance he could to stand by her.

“You look beautiful,” Osck said. “I’ve never seen a sunset that looks anything like you.”

“Thank goodness,” Janet said.

“I don’t understand,” Osck said honestly.

Osck’s hair was high and orange. It moved like a slow flame as a light wind blew through. His neck reflected the others around him while his body and legs reflected the image of Janet. His hornlike ears flinched and twitched as he talked.

Osck stood and walked into the trees.

Janet stayed sitting. She and the rest of her group of echoes were gathered around a small fire on the up shore of the Green Pond. There were stars in the sky outlining the moons and reflecting in the water. In the distance Janet could see lightning over Morfit as it was being picked on by a small storm. She had no idea the thunder was calling her names, thinking instead that it was just her conscience finally speaking up.

“Selfish.”

“I know,” she thought.

“Ugly.”

Janet began to cry.

“Nasty and unfashionable.”

Her conscience was getting specific.

“Coward.”

“Not anymore,” Janet said aloud.

The sound of churning dirt and rattling bones pulled Janet from her thoughts. She looked up to see a black skeleton sitting high upon an avaland. The giant beast stopped at the edge of the firelight. The skeleton on top was silhouetted by the second moon. One of the echoes near the fire questioned him.

“Where are you coming from?”

“The Sentinel Fields,” the skeleton said, its sinewy joints shining under the moon’s reflection. “There’s word that the gloam grows rapidly. It has stolen the soil of Lith. The Sochemists have sent locusts, and the very act has created Lore Coils that confirm it. I am to gather the rest of our kind.”

“What of the Want?” another echo asked.

“It is unknown,” the skeleton said. “But a lithen will lead us into battle.”

“A lithen?” the echo said. “Lead us where?”

“We are to attack Sycophant Run,” the skeleton said. “Our escape is there. The gloam will have reached the stones, and the soil will begin to possess the gifts it needs to control Reality.”

The echoes all cheered.

“It’s happening,” a short echo with thick legs said happily.

“March quickly,” the skeleton said, “or you may well miss the whole thing.”

All the echoes began to chatter and reflect off of one another as the skeleton motioned the avaland to continue moving. The excitement was so palpable that the small fire began to sing songs of battle and triumph. Osck stepped back out of the trees holding a fistful of plum blossoms. Even in the poorly lit conditions Janet could see they were for her. He stared at the exiting avaland and then back at Janet.

“Thanks,” she said, unable to actually take them from him.

“Ingrate,” the distant thunder whispered.

Once again Janet mistook it for her conscience.

“You’re very kind,” Janet strained to say to Osck. “But I can’t actually hold them.”

She was surprised how much she liked the way the words sounded as they left her mouth. She was even more surprised to see both Osck’s cheeks burst into flame as he executed a smile of sparks.
  

Chapter Forty-One

Tree Dive
 

The fall was spectacular—it made the drop they had taken inside the cavern feel like the jolt one receives stepping off a single last step. The distance down had actually been long enough for Winter to scream, catch her breath, and then scream a second time.

They hit the water sideways, rolling down under twenty feet before the momentum was limp enough to allow them to frantically paddle back up to the surface.

Geth gasped for air, feeling born again. He had left their situation to fate and they had succeeded in spectacular fashion. He looked around and dragged a sputtering Winter up over the surface. The drop had loosened the loop around her. He pulled it over her head as rocks and dirt splashed down like hail.

“Thanks,” Winter coughed.

She bent backwards and slid the rest of the rope down. Andrus popped to the top, floating belly up. Sait had come to during the fall and was happy to discover that he was still alive.

“We made it?” he asked incredulously.

A huge, creaking tree smacked down twenty feet from them. Its branches writhed and thrashed until it was still.

“Where’s Clover?” Geth asked.

“Clover!” Sait yelled.

“He said he was going for Leven,” Winter said.

“Good,” Geth replied.

The moons were all lit to full capacity, every one of them curious to see what was going on down below. The Veil Sea was filled with dead trees and bushes that had taken the plunge in an effort to live. Currents of water pulled in odd and awkward strands as Lith continued to go under. One of the smaller moons was bold enough to dip down level with Lith, backlighting the island perfectly.

Geth watched in awe as the island lowered, its massive body dropping like a sand castle. The fall had pushed them out quite a distance from the land mass, and the sound of its demise was almost deafening.

Trees and bushes and grass showered the water.

“We’ve got to swim away,” Geth said. “Lith will drag us all under if we stay this close.”

A huge stone dropped right next to them.

“Or we’ll be smashed,” Sait said.

“Drag Andrus as far as you can toward the other stones,” Geth shouted.

“What about you?” Winter yelled.

“I’m going for Leven,” Geth said. “It may not be too late.”

Winter looked up. The top of Lith was still a long way up, but it was lowering rapidly.

“You’ll be killed,” Winter said. “I’m going with you.”

“No,” Geth insisted. “Get them to the other stones. I’ll make it, I promise.”

“I can’t imagine how,” Winter yelled, looking up at the still-towering Lith.

“Well, Foo will fix that.”

“I don’t think I can swim much longer,” Winter reasoned, hoping Geth would stay.

“Find a tree,” Geth said.

Winter was already reaching out to the large one that had fallen nearby. She wanted Geth to stay, but she knew he needed to go for Leven’s sake.

“Go,” she said. “We’ll be fine.”

“Of course you will.”

Geth turned and swam toward the sinking island as Winter and Sait dragged Andrus in the opposite direction.
  

Chapter Forty-Two

The Realization
 

Leven felt his heart sink like the very ground around him was doing. He had carried his grandfather out into the open and laid him down on a bed of dirt and wind. He had then draped his grandfather’s arms over his chest and pulled the hood down over his empty eyes.

Leven gathered rocks like a sad child looking for Easter eggs. He piled the rocks up over his grandfather, creating a stony grave.

Leven stood tall and gazed around in wonder. His eyes were gold and, unlike before, the light from them shot into the far distance. Leven felt like a lighthouse sweeping the ruins of his stormy life for any sign of hope. He blinked and watched patches of light flash out from his eyes and float off.

Leven pulled the hood of his robe up over his head and slipped the sword into the leather band across his back.

Lith was falling fast, and each minute brought a different view of the stars above. The trees had long ago fled, realizing that there was no safety anywhere on Lith. Every blade of grass and weed that had ever grown on the soil was also long gone. All of it had rolled or hopped or dragged itself into the sea to face a watery death.

Likewise, every nit that had been there gorging on dreams had left. Some had flown off on the backs of rovens; others had rushed to the sea, hoping the ships they had come in were still intact.

Lith had sunk so low that only the high, wide roundlands still protruded above the water. In a matter of minutes, however, even those would be sunk.

Nothing was left on the roundlands but the remains of the castle and some burning fires. A few rovens had stayed around to feed on anything the toppling castle had killed. They ate nervously as the soil crumbled. One by one they realized the danger and flew off.

Leven had never felt so alone.

He looked up at the sky and wondered why he of all the people in the universe was standing there. He missed Winter and Geth. He hoped that wherever they were, they were safe. He missed Amelia, and wished he could have known his grandfather under  circumstances that didn’t involve betrayal and selfishness. Leven missed the mother he had never known, and he missed Clover. He felt a restlessness in his limbs that made him shake out his arms.

The ground dropped twenty feet rapidly. Leven swayed and balanced himself.

“I was about to comment on your sea legs,” Clover said. “But then I remembered we were on land.”

Leven smiled, and his eyes burned even brighter and farther.

“Wow,” Clover said. “Someone’s lit up.”

“I don’t know what I would do without you,” Leven said as Clover materialized, hanging on his left arm.

“Why are you staring at a pile of rocks?” Clover asked.

“It’s a grave,” Leven said. “My grandfather’s.”

“That’s where Hector Thumps was buried?” Clover said in amazement. “It’s held up well. I’m surprised nobody’s knocked it over, or the rocks haven’t walked off years ago.”

“I just buried him,” Leven said. “He was the Want.”

“Your . . . he . . . ?” Clover questioned in amazement. “That was your grandfather?”

Leven nodded, his robe billowing in the wind.

“So, the Want’s dead.”

“No,” Leven answered honestly.

“But you just said—”

“It’s a long story.”

Lith dropped twenty more feet. Every last roven flew off as a new small fire leapt to life in the distance.

“I wish I knew where Geth and Winter were,” Leven sighed.

“Don’t worry about them,” Clover said. “They’re fine.”

“You’ve seen them?”

“I just left them. I think they were swimming,” Clover waved, as if they were off vacationing at some resort. “I’ll be honest, Winter looked tired, but they seemed okay.”

Leven stared at the rocks as Lith began to spin in a downward motion. Leven watched the stars slowly turn.

“The Want betrayed us all,” Leven said somberly.

“People are hard to peg,” Clover said, thinking of other things. “What do you suppose we’ll do when there’s no longer any land to stand on here? I mean, I’m a good swimmer, but if I remember correctly, you sort of struggled with water in Reality.”

Lith dropped and spun faster.

“Don’t worry about it,” Leven said. “I have my Waves.”

“Your Waves,” Clover said in awe. “You mean . . . ?”

Leven looked at him and let the light of his eyes explain everything.

“Of course,” Clover whispered. “My offing, the Want. Does this mean you’ll be going mad and your eyes will go all googly?”

“I hope not,” Leven said. “It means that, no matter how I feel, the battle to save Foo is unavoidable for me.”

“It’s always been that way,” Geth said, stepping up from the side and causing both Leven and Clover to jump.

Leven settled down and turned to face his friend. Geth offered Leven his hand.

“You’re okay?” Leven said with happiness.

“Of course,” Geth replied.

“Where’s Winter?”

“Floating toward the stones on the back of some dead trees,” Geth said. “She was moving in the direction of the fourth stone with a couple of nits. The grave?”

Leven looked at the rocks. “The Want’s dead,” he said.

“That’s impossible,” Geth replied, his green eyes showing shock under the moonlight.

Both Leven and Clover gasped.

“Impossible?” Leven questioned.

“There’s no way for the . . . well, there’s only . . . he would have to have been . . .”

“My grandfather?”

Geth looked silently at Leven and then back to the grave.

“I’m the Want,” Leven answered almost sheepishly.

“Fantastic,” Geth whispered quietly.

“He thought you might have already known,” Leven said.

“I’ve suspected but never known,” Geth answered. “How fortunate for Foo that you are here.”

“Fortunate?” Leven replied. “He freely sold me out.”

Geth remained silent as Lith spun and dropped ten more feet.

Leven’s eyes burned, sending bright rays of light out over the landscape. There was little of Lith still standing above the water. “I suppose we should find Winter and begin this war,” Leven said.

“There’s still much amazement to save,” Geth added with respect. “Azure will be counting on the Want’s death and the soil’s new gifts that Lith is providing. But, with luck, you will cultivate the power to stop him.”

Leven nodded, “I hope so.”

“We can be only what we give ourselves the power to be,” Geth said, sounding like a wise toothpick.

The ground twisted and dropped. Large pieces of Lith broke from the edges and crumbled into the vacuumlike sea. A tremendous snap rang out across the entire sky. The noise was coming from across the Veil Sea. Leven and Clover put their hands to their ears as Geth crouched, looking into the distance.

“What was that?” Leven asked, lowering his palms from his ears.

A violent, hissing sound rose into the dark night, filling the air and sounding as if Foo had sprung a leak.

“Leven,” the air hissed. “Leven.”

Clover shook.

Geth stood as tall as he could at the moment. “The Dearth.”

Clover shook harder.

The hissing slowed and faded until all that they could hear was the sound of Lith being sucked under.

“The Want spoke of a Dearth,” Leven said anxiously.

“It appears that the movement of Lith has started the wheels in motion for setting the Dearth free,” Geth said solemnly. “It seems likely that the very soul who controlled Sabine and who moves Azure will finally rise above the soil. The master is alive.”

Geth almost looked scared as he shrank a bit more. “We are near the end,” he said. “Or a great new beginning.”

“He whispered my name,” Leven pointed out uneasily.

“He knows the one person who can stop him,” Geth answered. “The first Want enslaved him. Only you can hold him back.”

Clover stopped shaking to look proud of Leven.

Lith sank even lower.

“Do you think maybe we should get going?” Clover said.

Leven stepped back away from the grave and extended his right arm, instructing Geth to lead. Leven followed Geth down a small path that led to the edge of Lith. Even from where he was, Leven could hear the water down below. The sounds it made swallowing the last bits of Lith were repulsive but hypnotic.

Leven stopped.

A small spot of light bubbled up out of the dirt in front of him. It blocked his passage, rising from the soil in swirling, feathery patterns. The circle grew to the size of a bathtub and pushed up in a well-lit spire. The light arched and moved in Leven’s direction.

“Can you see that?” Geth whispered.

“What is it?” Leven asked.

“A dream. A very rich dream,” Geth smiled. “Your first, I believe.”

Leven reached his palms out as if acting like a slow mime in a glass box. The warmth of the dream rippled across his hands. His fingers vibrated and clattered like loose silverware.

Leven wanted more.

He stepped into the light and let it circle around him. The feeling was unlike anything he had ever experienced. The dream squeezed in through the soles of his feet and the underside of his chin. It seemed to draw out the confusion in Leven and fill him with hope. It felt holy and personal, so personal that Leven closed his eyes to let those things happening around him happen in privacy. His closed eyes could not keep out the images. Leven could see the outlines of a dream, their pictures flashing through his mind like a spot of bright sun on a black day. There was a faded child in the dream, and a man. The man was tall, wearing a red shirt and blue jeans. He had dark hair and brown eyes that looked as unsettled as the sea they were sinking into. The man wore glasses and seemed to be looking frantically for something.

The man stopped.

He turned to stare at Leven with a frightened gaze.

Leven collapsed and fell to his knees. Color drained from his face as the dream slid back down into the dirt.

The last bit of Lith turned and tipped sideways.

Geth lost his footing and had to push himself back up. He put his hand on Leven’s shoulder. “You’ll be weak for a while,” Geth said. “The first dream can be quite taxing.”

Leven looked up at Geth. “Do the dead dream?” he asked, the sound of water so loud he almost couldn’t hear his own voice.

“Not in the ways we can see,” Geth answered. “Why?”

“That dream belonged to my father,” Leven said with emotion.

Clover didn’t know whether to clap or nod reverently. So he sort of shuffled his feet and clicked his fingers.

“Your father’s alive?” Geth said.

“If the dead don’t dream.”

“Fate is pulling out all the stops,” Geth smiled, shrinking just a bit more.

Leven could no longer fight the overwhelming feeling in his heart to run. He was more than he had ever thought possible. He could clearly see the moment he had decided to step into Foo. He knew now that it had been under false pretenses, that he and Geth and Winter had been tricked. But he also knew that what had happened had to be, and that he was a large part of what was to come.

He could still hear the whisper of the Dearth bouncing around in his mind. There was evil greater than he yet understood.

Leven stood up and pulled his hood down. The white streak in his long, dark hair glowed. He reached down and pulled Clover up onto his shoulder.

“Ready for all this?” he asked his sycophant.

“Of course,” Clover replied.

Leven took off running as fast as he could, a faint trace of gold energy buzzing around him. Geth followed closely behind. They reached the edge of Lith and leapt forward into the dark air.

Geth shouted as if he had just received a great inheritance, while Leven breathed in deeply, never doubting for a moment that the Waves would catch them and take them to Winter.

Clover, on the other hand, closed his eyes and held tightly to the neck of the Want.
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Glossary
 

Who’s Who in Foo

Leven Thumps

Leven is fourteen years old and is the grandson of Hector Thumps, the builder of the gateway. Lev originally knew nothing of Foo or of his heritage. He eventually discovered his true identity: He is an offing who can see and manipulate the future. Lev’s brown eyes burn gold whenever his gift kicks in.

Winter Frore

Winter is thirteen, with white-blonde hair and deep evergreen eyes. Her pale skin and willowy clothes give her the appearance of a shy spirit. Like Sabine, she is a nit and has the ability to freeze whatever she wishes. She was born in Foo, but her thoughts and memories of her previous life are gone. Winter struggles just to figure out what her purpose is.

Geth

Geth has existed for hundreds of years. In Foo he was one of the strongest and most respected beings, a powerful lithen. Geth is the head token of the Council of Wonder and the heir to the throne of Foo. Eternally optimistic, Geth is also the most outspoken against the wishes of Sabine. To silence Geth, Sabine trapped Geth’s soul in the seed of a fantrum tree and left him for the birds. Fate rescued Geth, and in the dying hands of his loyal friend Antsel he was taken through the gateway, out of Foo, and planted in Reality. He was brought back to Foo by Leven and Winter.

Sabine (suh-bine)

Sabine is the darkest and most selfish being in Foo. Snatched from reality at the age of nine, he is now a nit with the ability to freeze whatever he wishes. Sabine thirsts to rebuild the gateway because he believes if he can move freely between Foo and Reality he can rule them both. So evil and selfish are his desires that the very shadows he casts seek to flee him, giving him the ability to send his dark castoffs down through the dreams of men so he can view and mess with Reality.

Antsel

Antsel was a member of the Council of Wonder. He was aged and fiercely devoted to the philosophy of Foo and to preserving the dreams of men. He was Geth’s greatest supporter and a nit. Snatched from Reality many years ago, he was deeply loyal to the council and had the ability to see perfectly underground. He was a true Foo-fighter who perished for the cause.

Clover Ernest

Clover is a sycophant from Foo assigned to look after Leven. He is about twelve inches tall and furry all over except for his face, knees, and elbows. He wears a shimmering robe that renders him completely invisible if the hood is up. He is incredibly curious and mischievous to a fault. His previous burn was Antsel.

Jamoon

Jamoon is Sabine’s right-hand man as well as a rant. Because he is a rant, half of his body is unstable, transformed continually into the form of the dreams being entertained by humans. He is totally obedient to Sabine’s wishes. Jamoon believes Sabine’s promise that if he and his kind can get into reality, the rants’ unusual condition will be healed.

Hector Thumps

Hector Thumps is Leven’s grandfather and the creator of the gateway. When fate snatched him into Foo, he fought to find a way back to the girl he loved in Reality. His quest nearly drove him mad.

Amelia Thumps

Amelia is old. She is the woman Hector Thumps married after he returned to Foo a second time. She is Leven’s grandmother and lives between Morfit and the Fundrals of Foo. She was the protector of the gateway to Foo.

Tim Tuttle

Tim is a garbage man and a kindly neighbor of Winter. In Reality, Tim and his wife, Wendy, looked after Winter after being instructed to do so by Amelia. When Winter goes missing, Tim sets out to find her.

Dennis Wood

Dennis is a janitor whom fate has picked to carry out a great task. He leads a lonely life and has never dreamed.

Janet Frore

Janet is a woman who believes she is Winter’s mother but has no concern that Winter is missing. She has spent her life caring only for herself.

Terry and Addy Graphs

Terry and Addy were Leven’s horrible-care givers in Reality.

Osck

Osck is the unofficial leader of a small band of echoes. He is deeply committed to the meshing of Foo with Reality. He has also taken a very strong liking to Janet Frore.
  

The Order of Things
 

Baadyn

The Baadyn are fickle creatures who live on the islands or shores of Foo. They seek mischief to a point, but when they begin to feel guilty or dirty, they can unhinge themselves at the waist and let their souls slide out and into the ocean to swim until clean. The clean souls of the Baadyn have been known to do numerous good deeds.

Black Skeletons

These great warriors rose from the Cinder Depression many years ago. They occupy the land nearest Fté, and are known for their ability to tame and ride avalands.

Children of the Sewn

The Children of the Sewn live beneath and amongst the roots of the Red Grove. They are patched together from dreams and imaginations. They are the only framers in Foo. Their task is to frame the strong dreams so that they can be focused on and achieved, and to frame the darkest dreams so that they are contained and stopped.

Cogs

Cogs are the ungifted offspring of nits. They possess no great single talent, yet they can manipulate and enhance dreams.

The Dearth

It is said that there is none more evil than the Dearth. His only desire is for the soil to have the last say as all mankind is annihilated. He has long been trapped beneath the soil of Foo, but has used his influence to poison Sabine and Azure and any who would stand still long enough to be fooled. In his present state, the Dearth works with the dark souls who have been buried to move the gloam and gain greater power on his quest to mesh Foo with Reality.

Echoes

Echoes are gloriously bright beings that are born as the suns reflect light through the mist in the Fissure Gorge. They love to stand and reflect the feelings and thoughts of others. They are useful in war because they can often reflect what the opponent is really thinking.

Eggmen

The Eggmen live beneath the Devil’s Spiral and are master candy makers. They are egg-shaped and fragile, but dedicated believers in Foo.

Fissure Gorge

Fissure Gorge is a terrific gorge that runs from the top of Foo to the Veil Sea. At its base is a burning, iridescent glow that creates a great mist when it meets with the sea. The heat also shifts and changes the hard, mazelike air that fills the gorge.

Gifts

There are twelve gifts in Foo. Every nit can take on a single gift to help him or her enhance dreams. The gifts are:

See through soil

Run like the wind

Freeze things

Breathe fire

Levitate objects

Burrow

See through stone

Shrink

Throw lightning

Fade in and out

Push and bind dreams

Fly

Gloam

The gloam is the long arm of dirt stretching from below the Sentinel Fields out into the Veil Sea. It is said that the Dearth uses the black souls of selfish beings buried in Foo to push the gloam closer to the Thirteen Stones in an effort to gain control of the gifts.

Gunt

The gunt are sticky creatures that seal up and guard any hole too deep, thus preserving the landscape of Foo and preventing disaffected beings from digging their way out. Once gunt hardens in the holes, it can be harvested to eat.

Lith

Lith is the largest island of the Thirteen Stones. It has long been the home of the Want and a breeding ground for high concentrations of incoming dreams. Lith was originally attached to the main body of Foo but shifted to the Veil Sea along with the other stones many years ago.

Lithens

Lithens were the original dwellers of Foo. Placed in the realm by fate, they have always been there. They are committed to the sacred task of preserving the true Foo. Lithens live and travel by fate, and they fear almost nothing. They are honest and are believed to be incorruptible. Geth is a lithen.

Longings

A near-extinct and beautiful breed, longings were placed in Foo to give the inhabitants a longing for good and a desire to fulfill dreams. They have the ability to make a person forget everything but them.

Lore Coil

Lore Coils are created when something of great passion or energy happens in Foo. The energy drifts out in a growing circle across Foo, giving information or showing static-like images to those it passes over. When the Lore Coil reaches the borders of Foo, it bounces back to where it came from. It can bounce back and forth for many years. Most do not hear it after the first pass.

Nihils

Nihils are black scavenger birds that pick at the leaves and bark of trees, searching for and eating small bits of leftover dreams that have settled in the trees. They are aggressive and a nuisance.

Nits

Niteons—or nits, as they are referred to—are humans who were once on earth and were brought to Foo by fate. Nits are the working class of Foo. They are the most stable and the best dream enhancers. Each is given a powerful gift soon after he or she arrives in Foo. A number of nits can control fire or water or ice. Some can see in the pitch dark or walk through walls and rock. Some can levitate and change shape. Nits are usually loyal and honest. Both Winter Frore and Sabine are nits.

Offings

Offings are rare and powerful. Unlike others who might be given only one gift, offings can see and manipulate the future as well as learn other gifts. Offings are the most trusted confidants of the Want. Leven Thumps is an offing.

Onicks

Raised near the Lime Sea, these winged beasts travel mostly by foot. An onick is loyal only to the rider on its back, and only as long as that rider is aboard.

Palehi

The palehi are a group of beings who refuse to take sides. They run people through the Swollen Forest. They are pale from all the frightening things they have seen. Their arms are marked with rings that keep count of how many trips through the forest they have made.

Rants

Rants are nit offspring that are born with too little character to successfully manipulate dreams. They are constantly in a state of instability and chaos. As dreams catch them, half of their bodies become the image of what someone in Reality is dreaming at the moment. Rants are usually dressed in long robes to hide their odd, unstable forms. Jamoon is a rant.

Rings of Plague

The Rings of Plague were created by Sabine. There were originally two, but Geth defeated one of them. The remaining Ring consists of twelve nits plus Sabine, each possessing one of the different gifts of Foo. Collectively having all the gifts, they are a threat to most.

Rovens

Rovens are large, colorful, winged creatures that are raised in large farms in the dark caves beneath Morfit. They are used for transportation and sought after because of their unbreakable talons. Unlike most in Foo, rovens can be killed. They are fierce diggers and can create rips in the very soil of Foo. When they shed their hair, it can live for a short while. They often shed their hair and let it do their dirty work.

Sarus

The sarus are thick, fuzzy bugs who can fly. They swarm their victims and carry them off by biting down and lifting as a group. They can communicate only through the vibration of water. They are in control of the gaze and in charge of creating gigantic trees.

Siids

There were originally seven siids—humongous, mountain-sized beasts whose weight helped balance the landscape of Foo. Siids have the gift of killing and in turn can be killed. Years ago some were hunted and killed off, and now many in Foo feel that the unbalance and darkening of Foo are somehow connected to their absence.

Sochemists

The Sochemists of Morfit are a group of twenty-four aged beings who listen for Lore Coils and explain what they hear. They are constantly fighting over what they believe they have heard. They communicate what they know to the rest of Foo by using locusts.

Sycophants (sick-o-funts)

Sycophants are assigned to serve those who are snatched into Foo. Their job is to help those new residents of Foo understand and adjust to a whole different existence. They spent their entire lives serving the people to whom they are assigned, called their “burns.” There is only one way for sycophants to die, but nobody aside from the sycophants knows what that is.

Tharms

Tharms are short, smelly creatures who populate the Swollen Forest. They have a third arm where a tail would be. They are mysterious and love to capture and bury things in the forest. They also like to ransom those they have caught for favors.

Thirteen Stones

The Thirteen Stones were once the homes of the members of the Council of Wonder, with the thirteenth and largest, Lith, occupied by the Want. Each of the smaller stones represented a different one of the twelve gifts. With Foo in disarray, many of the stones are empty or are being used by others for selfish reasons.

Turrets

The turrets of Foo are a large circle of stone turrets that surround a mile-high pillar of restoring flame. The turrets sit on a large area of Niteon and are surrounded by a high fence. The main way to the flame is through the gatehouse that sits miles away.

The Want

The Want is the virtually unseen but constantly felt sage of Foo. He lives on the island of Lith and can see every dream that comes in. He is prophetic and a bit mad from all the visions he has had.

Waves of the Lime Sea

The Waves of the Lime Sea are a mysterious and misunderstood group of beings who guard the island of Alder. Their loyalty is to the oldest tree that grows on the island.

Whisps

Whisps are the sad images of beings who were only partially snatched from Reality into Foo. They have no physical bodies, but they can think and reason. They are sought after for their ideas, but miserable because they can’t feel and touch anything.
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For Clover
 I’m so sorry they now know
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Foreword

Nutshell
 

I remember it vividly.

It happened years ago as I was innocently eating pie in a small pub in Europe. The pub was called Figamullers, the weather was chilly, and the pie was blueberry. The entire establishment smelled of mint and leather and I remember the waiter was wearing a black wig and spoke with a German accent.

I was sitting there on a bar stool reading the paper when an old man stumbled in and sat next to me. He was a bearded fellow with a ruddy face and dark, honest eyes. He called himself Alder and he looked as if the weight of the world was stapled to his back. Even while sitting he had a difficult time not collapsing under the strain. The old man ordered a cup of potato soup and then proceeded to change my life by sharing a secret about a place, a secret he had been carrying around for years.

I offered to pay for his soup and he thanked me by taking me into his full confidence. He knew of Foo—but more importantly, he knew that in time Leven Thumps would be called up and the balance of all dreams would be perched on the shoulders of a young boy and his capable friend Winter.

He told me that he himself was trapped in Reality. He told me of a person called the Want and how Leven and Geth and Winter would all be tricked by this selfish man. He told me how sides would gather in Foo and how Reality would slowly be brought into the war. He told me how many would brush the war off as unimportant or unbelievable. How some would find it silly or refuse to acknowledge it despite the fact that signs were everywhere. But what struck me the most was his knowledge of a being called the Dearth and how he believed that the Dearth, if left unchallenged, would destroy all of mankind and force the world back into a state of soil. He told me how if dreams die, mankind would wither and our existence would matter no more. He told me how a person gets to Foo and how fate snatches those it needs. He also ordered a second bowl of soup.

Leven’s life before with Terry and Addy was horrible. Leven was lucky Winter got away from her nasty guardian, Janet, and helped him race across the world to find the gateway into Foo. He blew up the gateway believing it was the best thing for Foo. He followed Geth across the realm so that Geth could be restored, and he was tricked into becoming the Want so that Hector could finally rest in peace—leaving Leven in the position of the Want and in control of the entire fate of Foo.

Now the final unfolding has begun. The seven keys of Foo have been used and the Dearth is rising. The sycophants are in danger and in Reality Terry and Addy are about to join forces with a one-time janitor and the angriest, most confused toothpick alive—Ezra.

I have written many things and hope to write many more. But it is Foo which matters most. There would be little reason to lie down at night without the possibility of seeing things bigger and more amazing than the average day might bring about. Why pick up a pen or type on a keyboard if there’s no imagination or wonder left to behold? I would hate to be in the position of hoping for nothing simply because my brain can no longer dream.

Foo is an amazing place. So much is happening there. There are many new creatures and beings; places and powers and confusion abound. But it really comes down to this—good versus evil and hope versus the cold, lonely existence of selfishness.

Believe—it is our best defense.
  

Chapter One

Nothing Looks the Same
 in the Light
 

The orange sun shifted in the green sky, sending rippling waves of soft yellow warmth down upon the bulk of Foo. The heat hit anyone standing in the open and caused most to wish they
 hadn’t dressed as heavily as they had. The scent of freshly tilled dirt filled the air and gave the sun’s rays something to push and twist themselves through. A fat goat waddled across a mossy field, its stomach only inches from the ground. The goat stopped and mewed loudly, bothered by the intensity of the heat.

The mischievous sun shined even brighter.

“Why won’t the sun just make up its mind?” a tall cog named Colin complained. “I thought it was supposed to be cold today?”

“I don’t think that’s gonna happen,” a taller cog named Tanner replied.

The two boys were wearing hats that covered their orange
 foreheads and long work robes that were bound at the ankles so as to not get in the way. Like most cogs they were at work, doing what needed to be done to keep things moving in Foo. Their blue hands were covered with gloves made from sheepskin.

“Look, we’re over halfway finished,” Colin said proudly. “This field’s gonna be ready for planting early.”

“Then let’s move slower,” Tanner said, looking around. “The sooner we finish the sooner we’ll have to do something else.”

Colin’s diamond-tipped rake pierced the dirt with a satisfying twitch. Colin pulled the rake back, turning over the earth slowly. Bright red dirt bubbled up, mixing with the sun-darkened topsoil and bits of green moss.

“I like how that looks,” Colin said, pointing to the ground.

“You love the dirt?” Tanner joked.

Colin pushed Tanner. “That’s not what I mean.”

“You know what?” Tanner said. “We could stop working for a little bit. It’s not like anyone’s going to see us out here.”

The fat goat stared at them.

“Except for that goat,” Tanner added. “And guess what, I brought some Spitstick.”

Colin stopped working and leaned on his rake. “I thought your mom said she’d freeze you if she caught you with any more candy.”

“My mother’s not going to catch me,” Tanner said, dropping his rake. “Not here.”

Tanner reached into his robe and pulled out two short brown tubes. He handed one to Colin.

“You first.” Colin looked around nervously.

Tanner popped the top of his off and took a long lick, swirling the Spitstick around inside his mouth.

“Lemon,” he reported.

Colin opened his and did the same.

“Plum,” he said, disappointed.

“Well,” Tanner said, “it’s not like we eat this stuff for the taste.”

Both boys’ mouths began to bubble.

Tanner gurgled, the sides of his throat fizzing while his mouth filled with saliva. The pressure in his throat built to the point where he had to cock his head back and open his mouth. He thrust backwards as a large wad of spit shot from his mouth and out into the air. The giant ball of yellow saliva traveled over three hundred feet and slapped down near the back of the field by a cluster of tall pointed trees.

“Na bad,” Colin tried to say. “Wahch dis.”

Colin’s throat fizzed intensely as his salivary glands excreted massive amounts of spit into his mouth. He struggled to keep his lips closed, letting it build to the maximum amount. His head shook and he stamped his feet as his cheeks expanded to the size of grapefruits. His neck bulged.

“Spit!” Tanner yelled. “Remember what happened to Lark?”

Colin held it two seconds more. Then, right before his mouth exploded, he cocked his head back and opened his mouth. A cannonball sized, plum-colored spitball blew from his mouth. Colin was knocked back onto his rear, his teeth clicking as he fell. The spit arched high into the green air and traveled twice as far as Tanner’s. It splashed down out of view, bits of it flinging back up into the air.

“Did you see that?” Colin said proudly.

“You’re crazy,” Tanner replied. “Lark still can’t hear out of his left ear, and he ruined his pants.”

“Let’s go see where it landed,” Colin said, ignoring Tanner. “I bet it was five hundred feet away.”

“I bet it wasn’t,” Tanner argued, taking off running.

They left the fat goat alone, crossed the field, and zigzagged through the trees. They passed the large yellow spot where Tanner’s shot had come down and ran a few hundred feet more.

“There!” Tanner shouted.

To their left on the ground was a huge plum-colored splash mark. It was at least five feet wide and about a foot longer.

“Whoa, that’s as big as I’ve ever seen,” Tanner said.

“Let’s try it again,” Colin said, opening back up his Spitstick.

“Wait,” Tanner whispered. “Did you hear something?”

“Only the sound of you chickening out.”

“No seriously, listen.”

Colin sighed and listened. “It’s the wind.”

“No,” Tanner insisted. “Something’s moaning. Over there.”

They ran up and over, sliding down a small ditch bank by a dry creek.

“Hhhhaaaahhggg,” a dry voice moaned. “Hhhahgg.”

“That’s not the wind,” Colin said, frightened. “We should get back to work.”

“Now who’s scared?” Tanner whispered.

“Hhhhhhahhhhg.”

“That’s not a good sound,” Colin said.

“Over there,” Tanner pointed.

On the edge of the ditch bank there was a short gouge in the soil. A black ooze was moving out of the crack.

“What is it?” Colin said, his heart beating faster.

They walked slowly towards the gouge.

“Is it mud?” Colin asked.

As they got closer they could see the black ooze actually had some form. It was partway out of the ground and not moving. Tanner picked up a stick and reached out to prod it. As he touched it the black form rolled over. It had the shape of a head and arms but it was completely black, as if made from tar. Two dark eyes flashed open, looking directly at the boys, and its mouth relaxed, letting out a long, dry, make-you-never-want-to-be-alone-in-the-dark-ever-again noise.

“Hhhhhhhaaaaaagghhhh.”

The boys screamed in harmony and then fell over each other as they scrambled to climb out of the ditch. Once out they ran as fast as they could, never looking back and never fully realizing what they had witnessed.

It had been many hundreds of years since any part of the Dearth had been able to push up out of the soil. The Dearth closed his eyes and moaned again. He lopped onto his stomach and reached his dark arms out. He dug his long fingers into the soil and strained to pull himself further out of the gouge. Exhausted, the Dearth moaned in agony and frustration and collapsed against the ground.

The sound of footsteps shuffling across the ground could be heard. The shuffling became louder and louder.

“Aaazurrrrre,” the Dearth moaned.

“Over here!” one of Azure’s rants yelled. “Here.”

Azure moved down the ditch bank surrounded by four rants. He reached his arms forward and parted his way out of those guarding him.

“Aaaazurrre,” the Dearth moaned again.

“I’m here,” Azure said, falling to his knees. “I’ve found you.”
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Azure wrapped his arms around the Dearth and with great effort pulled him all the way from the soil.

The Dearth screamed in pain. He was thin and looked like a pitch-black rubbery mannequin. His body was spongy to the touch and as limp as moist rags.

Azure picked him up and carried him down the ditch and up to a long-abandoned dirt road. There were dozens of rants on the road. They all had kilves and stood by onicks. At the head of the group was a cart with two onicks strapped to the front. On each onick sat a rant. Azure stepped up as if to climb into the cart.

“No,” the Dearth hissed. “Drag me, I must feel the soil.”

“Of course,” Azure said.

Azure laid the Dearth down behind the cart. He retrieved a short length of rope and tied one end around the Dearth’s waist. He then tied the other end to the back of the wagon.

“Are you certain?” Azure asked.

“Travel slowly,” the Dearth moaned. “My strength will build.”

Azure climbed up onto the wagon and hissed at the riders. Slowly the cart began to move, dragging the Dearth behind it.

The remaining rants rode in formation behind as the Dearth whispered softly, “Leeeeven.”
  

Chapter Two

The Trappings of Comfort
 

There’s some great real estate in Foo—beautiful spots that bring new meaning to the word gorgeous. I love the property above the Sun River and just below the Pillars of Rant. I also wouldn’t mind buying a lot near the mountains at the edge of Morfit. But without a doubt the long span of land on the back side of the Devil’s Spiral reaching over to the start of the Fté mountains is some of the most beautiful land in all of Foo. There isn’t a bad blade of grass to be found growing anywhere on it. For this reason most of the elite and pompous have filled the land with castles and mansions. They have also built many walls in an effort to keep the un-elite from getting too close to them.

It was down from one of those walls that Leven dropped, hitting the ground with a soft thud. The night was dark, but the large house in the distance was well lit. It sat there like a proud mother showing off all her rooms. The land was miles back from the Devil’s Spiral, but the sound of rushing water could still be heard faintly in the distance.

Leven waved and Winter dropped down behind him.

“Looks cozy,” she whispered.

Leven pulled his kilve from behind his back and swung it forward. The long wooden staff glowed slightly at its top.

“Geth should be in place by now,” he said quietly. “Clover, you here?”

Leven felt something shiver on his right shoulder.

“Good, let’s go.”

Leven stepped quietly along the wall and down through the brick courtyard. Large stone statues, shaped like roven in various attack positions, lined the path.

“Makes you feel so warm and welcome,” Winter said.

Leven looked at Winter and thought of Phoebe. The longing his grandfather had shown him before Lith was destroyed weighed constantly on his mind. He tried to shake off the feeling, but it was so powerful it kept creeping back into his soul. Looking at Winter only reminded him that Phoebe was still trapped.

“I smell mice,” Clover whispered, bringing Leven’s thoughts back to the situation at hand.

Winter pulled out her kilve.

“I wish I could just freeze them,” she said.

“Mice?” Leven asked.

Leven and Winter moved behind two statues and listened carefully. Leven could see a pack of large creatures running towards them. They were three feet high with long legs and square noses that twitched as they ran. Their round ears and long, rubbery tails gave them a rodentlike silhouette. There were at least a dozen of them.

“Those are the mice?” Leven complained.

Winter didn’t answer; she was too busy knocking the wind out of the closest one. The poor beast slid across the stone and up against a far statue.

Leven looked at the creatures. Their faces were expressive and he could see and feel what their small brains were thinking. Leven’s heart pumped with confusion and then clarity. Without understanding his own actions he stepped forward and held out his hands. The mice stopped and looked up at him. Their heads twitched and their feet tapped as if being forced to stay in place.

“What are you doing?” Winter whispered.

“I don’t have any idea,” Leven replied.

The mice folded their legs inward and fell to the ground.

“Wow,” Clover said. “That’s helpful.”

Leven and Winter stepped carefully through the large, resting creatures.

“Seriously,” Winter said, hushed. “How did . . .”

“Leeeven,” the sky said softly.

“What?” Leven asked, looking around.

“Leeeven,” the sky whispered.

“Someone’s calling my name,” Leven said quietly.

“Well, it’s not me,” Winter whispered. “I didn’t hear anything.”

“Me neither,” Clover said. “Sometimes the wind can sound like a person humming.”

“I don’t think it’s the wind.”

Leven shook his head. They moved closer to the house. Through the large side window they could see someone sitting inside near a huge fire.

“That’s him,” Winter said. “Knoll.”

Knoll was a traitor—a lithen who had turned his back on Geth and Foo. His place was to occupy the sixth stone, but he had given up his responsibility for the opportunity to live lavishly on the mainland of Foo.

Knoll was sitting by the fire, his long braids hanging over the back of a soft chair. The ends of his dark mustache were woven into his braids and he was wearing a long white nightshirt. His cheeks were red from the warmth of the fire and his eyes were halfway closed. All around him large pieces of furniture sat draped in the hides of roven. In his right hand he held a fat wooden cup.

“Are you ready?” Leven asked.

“Of course,” Winter said.

“Me too,” Clover added. “In case you were wondering.”

Leven tilted his head, nudging Clover.

“Good to know.”

Leven walked up and gently took hold of the large wooden doorknob that was sticking out of a twelve-foot-high door. The knob was carved into the shape of an eye.

It didn’t budge.

Leven motioned for Winter to move back. He lifted his kilve and slammed it down directly onto the knob. The eye cracked in half and Leven kicked the door directly below the knob. The door flew open as Knoll leapt up from his spot.

“Stay where you are,” Leven demanded.

Despite the warmth of the room Knoll froze and then coolly relaxed his shoulders.

“How dare you come into my house and tell me what to do?” Knoll said casually. “My mice should have stopped you, but since they didn’t I suggest you leave while the opportunity is still available.”

Winter moved in behind Leven.

Knoll saw her and shook his head. “How hard is it to kill one simple girl?”

“I’m not that simple,” Winter replied.

“Where is he?” Leven said, ignoring Knoll’s obnoxious statement.

“Get out,” Knoll insisted.

“Where’s Azure?”

“Again,” Knoll said, stepping forward. “This is my house and your questions are not welcome.”

Knoll sprang forward, grabbing his kilve as it lay resting against the edge of his chair. He whipped it up over his head and threw his arms forward.

His hands were empty.

Knoll looked back in confusion. Geth was holding the kilve and smiling as if he had just been invited to test out every ride at a new amusement park. Knoll tried to shelve his shock, but it was obvious from his twitching that he was unhappy to see his one-time friend Geth.

“How’s my timing?” Geth asked.

“Perfect.” Winter smiled.

“Where’s Azure?” Leven asked again.

“We should sit,” Knoll said, shaking. “I see no reason why this—like all problems—can’t be talked through.”

“You’re welcome to sit,” Leven said, continuing to stand. “Where’s Azure?”

“You bother me to find out about another? It’s too late.” Knoll smiled faintly. “Azure’s on to other things. I want nothing to do with him.”

“What of the Dearth?” Geth asked.

“That fable?” Knoll laughed. “I know nothing of the Dearth,” he insisted. “You must believe me, my part is finished. I am out of the tempest and alone in the lull.”

“You’re a horrible actor,” Geth said, looking around. “You must know what Azure has planned for the Dearth. You seemed awfully close to him last time we saw you. You know, that time when we were bound up and you did nothing.”

“My hands were tied,” Knoll apologized. “It pained me to leave you.”

“I’m sure it did,” Winter said.

“Where’s Azure?” Leven asked, bringing the conversation back around.

“I don’t know,” Knoll said. “My part is done. Let me rest.”

“Don’t tell me you bartered your integrity and sold out all of Foo for this?” Geth motioned to the lavish surroundings.

“I live very comfortably now,” Knoll said. “I served Foo for many years with no reward but the health of mankind’s dreams. Now I have something to show for myself—a warm place to drink and sleep.”

“I don’t believe what I’m hearing.” Geth was disgusted.

“You always were stubborn,” Knoll said.

“Where is he?” Leven insisted.

“Azure fights for more complicated things,” Knoll answered. “The meshing of Foo is no concern of mine. So it happens, so it doesn’t, I’ll sip my ale in front of a warm fire regardless.”

Geth looked stricken.

“The Dearth exists,” Leven spoke up. “I’ve heard him.”

Knoll looked at Leven. He brushed his mustache and tugged on his braids as if he were milking a cow. His body shook. The warmth of the room was so great everyone began to perspire. Knoll rubbed his forehead and spoke.

“So you’re Leven Thumps,” Knoll said nervously. “It was quite masterful how the Want played you. Give someone a task and tell him it’s important and most anyone will follow. What brings me the most joy is how you, Geth, were strung along.”

Geth pushed the sharp end of his kilve up against Knoll’s chest. Knoll stepped back up against the wall. He held his drink in his hand and tried not to look as concerned as he really was.

“You can’t kill me,” Knoll said.

“We could apply some of the dirty tricks you have been using,” Geth said seriously. “Apparently you’ve become quite good at causing accidents.”

“Why fight against us?” Knoll said. “You could have all this. You’ve done your part and fought hard. Reality must have been a task. So enjoy what you deserve.”

Geth still held the kilve up to Knoll but said nothing.

“You could have it all,” Knoll said. “Just say the word.”

Geth stared at him. “No.” He pushed the kilve harder into Knoll.

“Fine,” Knoll sighed. “Azure’s not here, but I have no reason to keep what I know from you. If it means I can get back to my drink, I’ll speak. I am not the calendar by which Azure sets his movements, but it is public knowledge that in three days’ time he will be meeting with the Twit of Cusp, cementing Cusp’s part in what’s to come. Have at him. Of course, you’re fools if you think you can deter Azure—fools of the highest caliber. Will you leave me now?”

“I don’t think so,” Geth said kindly.

“We had a deal,” Knoll scolded.

“That was your deal, not ours,” Geth replied.

“Azure will kill you,” Knoll raged. “You need me to save your lives.”

Geth nodded at Winter. “Go ahead.”

Knoll looked confused right up until the moment Winter hit him with her kilve on the back of his head. Knoll slouched forward onto his knees and fell face first onto the carpet, his drink spilling into the fire. The flames sizzled and snapped.

“Feel better?” Leven asked.

“It’s a start,” Winter replied, pushing her blonde hair out of her face. “That’s for the way he talked to Geth and me when we were tied up in the council room.”

Leven bound Knoll’s hands with rope while Clover rummaged through Knoll’s things.

“Do you think he wants this?” Clover asked, holding up a small starfish wrapped around a tube of wood.

“Don’t take his things,” Winter said. “We’re not here to steal.”

“But this looks like something he’s not going to use.”

“Leave it.” Leven smiled.

Clover sighed and let go of the object.

Geth bent down and hefted Knoll over his right shoulder. He carried him outside with Leven and Winter following.

“The onicks are up beyond the road,” Geth said. “I didn’t want to bring them in and give our presence away.”

Leven stood still and clapped like he knew what he was doing. His gold eyes blinked with surprise.

The sound of the onicks’ hooves clomping closer could be heard. The three onicks marched up the road and stopped directly in front of Geth. The largest one exhaled, his breath like thin, spiraling spiderwebs.

“Not bad,” Geth said with excitement. “Controlling an onick from afar. Nice trick.”

“He messed with some mice earlier,” Clover said. “Made them lie right down.”

“It’ll be interesting to see how you end up,” Geth said happily.

“Interesting or frightening?” Winter asked.

Geth threw his prisoner onto the back of an onick. Knoll was still unconscious and slumped over the rear of the beast. He looked out of place in his white nightshirt and long braids.

“Leeeven,” a voice whispered, rising from the dust.

“Somebody had to have heard that,” Leven insisted.

“What?” Geth asked.

“Lev keeps hearing people call him,” Winter said. “I think he’s getting a little full of himself.”

“A little?” Clover laughed. “He can’t pass a mirror without stopping.”

“That’s you,” Leven pointed out. “So nobody heard that?”

“The Dearth knows you,” Geth said seriously. “Don’t stand still for too long. Now, do you want to lead?”

“Of course,” Leven replied excitedly.

They all climbed onto their onicks and rode out of the gates toward the direction of Cusp. The wind blew softly.

“Leeeven.”

Leven tried to think of other things, like longings, or wishing for a clear head—anything but the fact that the Dearth seemed to know him personally.
  

Chapter Three

You Scratch My Shell,
 I’ll Scratch Yours
 

The Devil’s Spiral by day was a sight to behold—the deep brown cliffs rose thousands of feet high and spiraled around until they formed a tight circle. It was mesmerizing to view from afar and awe-inspiring from anywhere within a hundred feet. Approximately every two hours the water from the Veil Sea would contract and then push out, racing through the Spiral. When the rushing water reached the tight center end it would shoot up hundreds of feet. The water kept the large portions of Cusp well wet.

Of course at night the Devil’s Spiral was not quite as cheery. The dark walls, slick cliffs, and the sound of rushing water were unnerving in the blackness. The high canyon walls were pockmarked with small caves that were inhabited by Eggmen. At night the caves lit up as the Eggmen worked their magic making ingenious food and goods for the rest of Foo. The lights and noise and the ever-present danger of accidentally falling from the cliffs and being sucked into the Spiral were frightening.

The road above the Devil’s Spiral was wide and well traveled. It was barren and open, with no bridges that needed talking to. At night the road was littered with flareworms that glowed a variety of colors from the light they had soaked up during the day. The only peril travelers faced on the road was its close proximity to the edge of the Devil’s Spiral.

The three onicks were making good time. When they reached the Devil’s Spiral, Geth motioned for Leven to take a right turn off of the main road and down into the Spiral.

They slowed their rides as they rode out across dark, wet stone. With no flareworms on the rock, the weak moon was the only light they had.

“Down!” Geth shouted.

They maneuvered the onicks along the edge of the Spiral. The drop on the right side was hundreds of feet. Looking down into the Spiral was dizzying.

“I can see the Eggmen,” Clover said with glee. “Look.”

“I’d look,” Leven said, “but I’m afraid we’ll fall and die.”

“There’s so many of them,” Clover shivered, holding onto Leven’s neck.

“We’re going to die,” Leven replied.

“It’s so exciting.”

There was a narrow opening in the stone and Geth guided his onick into it. Leven and Winter followed. Inside the stone the sound of water was even louder as it echoed through the cave openings. All over the place fires and labs were being tended by Eggmen. The Eggmen were so consumed with their work they didn’t even look up to acknowledge the three onicks that had just wandered in—one of them hauling a bound body.

They slowed and Geth turned down some wide stone stairs. The onicks complained as they descended.

“You know where we’re going?” Leven yelled.

“Of course,” Geth yelled back.

“I think one of the Eggmen looked at me,” Clover said with unbridled enthusiasm. “Maybe he knows me from some of the ideas I sent in.”
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“I’m sure that’s it,” Leven said. “Of course it might be hard to recognize you, seeing how you’re invisible.”

“Oh yeah,” Clover said, materializing. “Maybe there was like an emotional connection.”

Tables covered with piles of colorful candy and objects were all over the place. Clover turned invisible so he could better swipe a few pieces.

At the bottom of the stairs was a wide room crammed with all types of unused items. Geth brought his onick to a stop.

“A storage room?” Winter asked.

“Follow me.” Geth jumped off of his ride and threw a barely conscious Knoll up over his shoulder. “Grab the leather bag.”

“We’ll need it?” Leven asked curiously.

“Possibly.”

They walked through the clutter and into a poorly lit back room. Inside the room was a desk covered with trinkets and papers that spilled onto the floor. The walls were lined with chalkboards and drawings of various objects. An extra-fat Eggman sat behind the desk. He had a round head that sloped into his shoulders. There were some half-glasses perched on the end of his fat nose and a few wispy hairs sticking up from the top of his head. He wore a thick robe that appeared brown under the dull light.

The Eggman looked up from his work and smiled.

“Ah, a distraction,” he said. “What a welcome relief. But I would be a pale yolk if I didn’t think you were here for more than just my relief. Eh, Geth?”

“Wise as always, Durfin,” Geth said. “You have offered me a place to store things before. I was hoping that offer might still stand.”

“Before was many, many years ago,” Durfin said. “But going back on one’s word takes so much effort. I take it you’re not looking to store a lamp or a couch.”

“He might need to be fed occasionally,” Geth said, hefting Knoll from his shoulder and standing him up.

Knoll was conscious and unhappy.

“I am a lithen,” Knoll said. “This man’s a thief.”

“I can see you are a lithen,” Durfin said. “I still have my sight, thank the waters. But you are also a liar.”

Durfin’s face turned red with anger.

“I would welcome Geth as a friend if it were hundreds of years between visits and I had been fed nothing but reports of his dishonesty during that time. I would still believe none of it. You, however, are a different story. From what is said along the shore you are no more lithen than I. We have a spot for you, Knoll, and Geth, you are welcome to all that’s here.”

Durfin calmed himself and smiled. He pulled on a rope hanging nearby and six heavy Eggmen bounded through the door.

“We have a guest,” Durfin said. “Place him where I won’t
 accidentally run into him. Feed him what the goats won’t eat and make sure he has at least two pairs of eyes on him at all times.”

“You are a fool,” Knoll shouted. “Azure’s wrath will be on you. You’ll be broken and smeared across Foo.”

“Perhaps,” Durfin said. “But it is I that will sleep in a bed tonight. Take him.”

Knoll yelled Foovian obscenities as he was dragged off.

“So does this favor come with further danger?” Durfin asked.

“No,” Geth said. “Nobody knows he’s here.”

“Who travels with you?” Durfin asked. “I’ve not seen eyes glow so strong as in this one here.”

“This is Leven and the girl is Winter.”

“Girl?” Winter said under her breath.

Clover materialized and cleared his throat. He had a couple of pieces of candy in his hands. He stuck the candy behind his back.

“And Clover,” Geth added.

“You introduce a sycophant,” Durfin said. “How peculiar.”

“He’s quite a sycophant,” Geth said.

“If you say so.”

“I’ve actually sent you some ideas,” Clover murmured, awestruck. “I never heard back.”

Durfin smiled and his mushy face spread out like dough being stretched.

“I will rest easy,” Durfin said, “knowing we have you in our
 corner.”

Clover bowed.

“And this is Leven Thumps,” Durfin said, darting a mushy eye towards Leven.

Leven nodded.

“So many stories and myths I’ve heard about you. I’m surprised you are not twelve feet tall and eight feet wide.”

“I’m pretty happy I’m not,” Leven smiled.

“You know, Geth,” Durfin sighed, “it has been some time since I’ve seen you. Knoll’s not stupid in giving me reason to doubt your intentions.”

Geth nodded, his hair falling over his blue eyes.

“You bear the look of one who still fights for Foo,” Durfin said.

“And I will till my death,” Geth assured him. “But if it makes you sleep easier, we have brought something for you.”

“A gift?” Durfin asked with excitement.

Geth nodded towards Leven and Leven stepped forward holding the long leather bag in his hands. He untied the flap at the end and reached in. As he pulled out the sword, Durfin gasped.

“I’ll be scrambled,” Durfin whispered.

It was the very same blade that Leven had used to cut the Want. It shined under the low lights and seemed to sizzle in Leven’s hand.

“How did you get ahold of this?” Durfin asked in awe.
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“Fate placed it in front of us,” Geth answered. “And now we must return it to you.”

“There were only three shell blades ever crafted,” Durfin said with respect. “It has long been rumored that all three were destroyed.”

“This one wasn’t,” Leven said, handing the weapon to Durfin.

“Only a true soul would relinquish something so valuable,” Durfin said. “You have my gratitude and hospitality. Do as you wish while you are here.”

“Thank you,” Geth said.

“But sleep now,” Durfin insisted. “It’s late and the water will surge soon. I have a few rooms I think you will find most comfortable.”

“You are more generous than ever,” Geth said sincerely.

“And fat!” Durfin laughed. “Stay as long as you need.”

“We need to be in Cusp in two days,” Geth said.

“That’s not a problem,” Durfin said. “Spend tomorrow here; you must be tired. You’ll still make it in plenty of time.”

Durfin pulled another rope and a single Eggman entered the room.

“Harold, put them in rooms where the water is best seen—the ones on the inner Spiral. Treat them better than you would treat your family.”

Harold nodded as well as someone with no neck could and then led the four of them to their rooms. Geth got the biggest one and Leven and Clover got the room between him and Winter.

“This is cozy,” Clover said, as he looked around the room with his hands on his hips.

Leven leaned out the window and glanced down. The window was just a round stone opening on a cliff wall hundreds of feet above dark, surging water. Down on the floor of the room were a dozen tiny holes. Leven leaned back in carefully.

“This is unnerving,” he said. “Do you really think this is one of their best rooms?”

“I can’t think of a single place I’d rather be,” Clover sighed. “Did you hear him say they were happy I was in their corner? They like my ideas.”

“I think he was being sarcastic.”

“I know,” Clover said dreamily.

Through the window Leven could see other lit openings dotting the tall cliff walls that made up a small portion of the gigantic Spiral. Various noises lifted from each room filling the air with a cacophony of sound. Most rooms had Eggmen in them busily mixing and working over small fires.

The room they were occupying was the size of a small bus. It was lit by stones in the ceiling that glowed like lightbulbs. There was a wooden door at the back, which opened up to a spiral stone stairway and a communal washroom. The only piece of furniture in the room was an enormous round plastic beanbag.

“Looks like a nest,” Leven said, pointing to the bed.

“Where’s mine?” Clover asked.

“You can sleep on my cloak.”

“Thanks,” Clover said sincerely. “And I’ll share some of the candy I’ve found.”

“Found?”

“Well, it was just sort of sitting there.”

Leven looked at Clover. “Just sitting there? On tables where Eggmen were working?”

“Yep.” Clover smiled. “Look at this: Lofty Toffee. It’s supposed to turn you into wind.” He held up an orange tube.

“I don’t want any of your candy,” Leven insisted. “Especially if it turns me to wind.”

“I don’t know,” Clover said. “It could be a cool way to travel.”

“Keep your candy away from me.”

“I need to find someone to test . . . try it out on.” Clover shivered and disappeared.

“I think you should try it on—”

A noise similar to a fleet of stampeding elephants started to swell, cutting off Leven. Wind began to howl through the window, blowing Leven’s hair back.

Clover held tight to Leven’s neck.

The noise increased and Leven reached out to grab onto the wall. The wind grew and grew, spinning around the room and lifting Leven’s feet from the ground.

“What . . . ?”

Clover disappeared as Leven flew back into the bed. The sound pounded the walls right up until the point when the water began rushing in. It shot through the hole like a geyser, filling the stone room and pinning Leven up against the ceiling.

Before Leven could even scream the water began to recede. It dropped rapidly out of the window. Leven fell onto the bed as the final foot of water slipped out of the tiny holes at the base of the wall. He bounded to his feet.

“Was that supposed to happen?” Leven asked.

Clover materialized and jumped up to the window.

There was a knock at the door. Leven pulled it open and Winter was standing there soaking wet.

“We’re trying to sleep,” Clover said sternly.

“So was I,” she growled.

“Hold on,” Leven said. “I don’t think it’s over.”

Leven pulled Winter into the room as a great vacuum of air began slurping them towards the window.

“It’s some sort of after-suckage,” Clover screamed.

“After-suckage?” Winter yelled.

Leven and Winter were pulled to the floor as every last drop of water was being sucked from the room. The fillings in Leven’s teeth rattled and his hair was being pulled out from his scalp. With a brain-shaking pop the suckage stopped.

Things were dry again and the sound of the water lowering outside was comforting. The air had quieted but they kept their heads down while lying on the floor.

“These are the good rooms?” Winter questioned.

“I could do without a view of the water,” Leven said.

Clover was at the window looking out. “All the other caves I can see look like nothing even happened. They just use that force to create what they do.”

“I hope Geth’s okay,” Winter said.

“He probably slept right through it.”

“Do you think that happens every two hours?” Winter asked.

“I’m sleeping on the stairs,” Clover said. “I’ll take that cloak.”

Leven took off his cloak and handed it to Clover.

“It’s wet,” Clover complained. He disappeared without taking it.

“I say we get Geth and get out of here,” Winter said. “There’s no way I can sleep here.”

“We’ve got two hours before it happens again. That’s better than nothing. I’ll wake you before we drown.”

Winter stormed out.

Leven jumped up onto his bed, surprised to find it dry. The lights on the ceiling dimmed.

He lay back and closed his eyes—there was nothing but blackness with a faint light around the edges. Since becoming the Want, Leven still hadn’t seen even a sliver of the future. His eyes burned, but he didn’t see anything and his dreams were nothing but dull
 colors. He thought back to his father’s dream. He remembered
 seeing a man and a boy walking, or doing something by a river. The dream felt hopeful and heavy and impossible.

“Dad,” Leven said aloud to the dark ceiling.

“Nope, Clover,” Clover whispered back.

“I thought you were sleeping on the stairs.”

“They’re hard as rock.”

“I wonder why.”

“Just try not to snore,” Clover said.

Leven shifted over and tugged on the beanbag’s covering to create a short blanket.

“Don’t you ever miss your family?” Leven asked. “I mean, you never talk about your mom or dad.”

“I miss them all the time,” Clover said. “But as a sycophant I am part of your family now. I’ll see mine again.”

“I can’t stop thinking about the longing,” Leven whispered.

“The girl in the cage?”

“If I’m not thinking about my father, I’m thinking of her.”

“I think that’s what your grandfather wanted,” Clover reminded Leven. “He was messing with you.”

“But it’s too late,” Leven said. “Lith’s gone.”

“She’s not. She’s trapped just like she’s always been. You could use those special Waves of yours.” Clover said the last line with a sneer.

“Are you jealous of the Waves?” Leven said.

“They’re just so showy,” Clover complained. “I prefer a little tact. But I suppose if anyone could locate her it would be them. Have them find her and then you can swim in to rescue her and be the big hero.”

Leven was silent.

“Are you thinking about her?” Clover asked.

“Yes,” Leven said.

“Call your Waves. What’s the big one called? Gargoyle?”

“Garnock.”

“Yeah, call him.”

“Maybe I will. Do you wanna come?”

“I think he’s chattier when I’m not around,” Clover said. “So if it’s okay with you, I’ll just sleep. In less than two hours we have to get up and take a bath.”

“Sure?”

“Yes,” Clover said. “Positive.”

Leven sat up and worked his way out of the nest. “I’ll be right back.”

“Try not to wake me,” Clover said sleepily.

“You really are the perfect sycophant.”

“Thanks,” he mumbled.

Leven slipped out the door and stepped quickly down the stone stairs.
  

Chapter Four

Look at Me, I’m a
 Chapter Heading
 

There are so many impatient people in the world. It seems everyone wants something right this second. We don’t want to wait in lines, we get fidgety when our food takes too long to cook, and we have no tolerance whatsoever for anyone who holds us up from doing anything we want to do the moment we want to do it. I’m bothered right now that I’m having to wait till the end of this sentence to see what word I end up on. On, who knew? It’s particularly hard to wait for things that are days or weeks or even months away. Calendars mock you, clocks pester you, and the rotation of the earth seems to slow by at least forty percent. I suppose, however, that if you were preparing to take over the world and you needed one final piece to fall into place, but that piece had to be slowly dragged over the dirt so that it didn’t die, that would be really hard to wait for. I’d feel sorry for whoever that happened to, but then again they were trying to take over the world and all.

So please, no sympathy for Azure.

The march to Cusp was going slower than Azure would have preferred. The Dearth was weak and required long stretches of time to just lie still on the soil and build his strength. He was weak, and rising above the soil had caused him great strain.

The rank of rants accompanying them sat huddled by the side of the thin dirt road. A small tent was set up in the grass. Inside the tent the Dearth was lying down soaking up the soil and communicating with everything dark that lived below the surface. The Dearth lay on his back with his arms and legs spread out. His features were slowly becoming better defined as he gained strength.

“Can you feel him?” Azure asked.

“My touch is much more sensitive,” the Dearth smiled, his tar-like face smearing vertically as he did so. “I can feel and hear so much more from the soil now that I have risen above.”

Azure could feel the ground under him vibrating as the Dearth whispered and controlled things beneath the soil. The feeling was not new to Azure. He had long been influenced by the whispering of the Dearth. It was just so much stronger now.

“We’re moving slowly,” Azure said. “But I can feel your strength growing.”

“Yes,” the Dearth said weakly. “I’ll walk soon. Tell me where we are?”

“We are below the Cinder Depression,” Azure said. “I can see the peaks of Morfit from the road.”

“But we travel to Cusp.”

“Yes,” Azure said respectfully.

“There’s much stone in Cusp.”

“We will travel around it, to the Meadows.”

Azure scratched at his infected ear. The Dearth looked at him with his black, foggy eyes and blinked.

“Your ear,” he oozed. “It bleeds.”

“It’s not important,” Azure insisted.

“There’s still some confusion in you,” the Dearth scolded. “Are you not up to the task? Sabine was never infected with doubt.”

“Sabine’s dead,” Azure snapped. “Had he not failed in the first place, we would be much closer to our victory.”

“Speak well of him,” the Dearth warned. “Sabine was so easy to use, so easy to convince. His influence is not over. Tell me how things look now.”

“The whole of Foo is sliding in our direction,” Azure reported. “Lith’s gone and the Want is no longer a concern. Our armies are gathered on the edge of Cusp. But we rattle no sabers. Those in Cusp believe we are setting the stage to march down the gloam to the stones. There’s talk that you have risen above the soil, but for most your existence is a fable too impossible for even Foo to swallow.”

The Dearth smiled.

“Cusp is the last stronghold of any forces large enough to deter us. Cork will fall in place. We but need the secret and we will march over the gloam onto Sycophant Run and find the exit. Something Sabine was never able to accomplish.”

“Yes, yes,” the Dearth hissed. “You, Azure, are three times the mind that Sabine was. What of the keys?”

“The Sochemists have them,” Azure said. “Although I see no value to them now that you are unlocked.”

“All the keys are there with the Sochemists?”

Azure nodded.

The Dearth closed his eyes and sighed. Small bits of him began to drip from his sides and run along the surface of the ground.

Before Azure could understand what was happening, black strands shot up Azure’s legs and coiled around his waist. The Dearth dripped further, sending hundreds of strands of himself whipping up and around Azure. Azure tried to move, but he was bound.

The Dearth lay there, his right side spilling like a puddle of oil and running up around Azure. He choked Azure at the neck, tightening thin strands of black like a tourniquet.

“All the keys?” the Dearth asked again.

Azure pulled at the black strings around his neck, struggling to speak.

“The sycophant key is a copy,” Azure admitted. “It’s a copy.”

Instantly the Dearth retracted himself, leaving Azure gasping for breath.

“How?” the Dearth demanded.

“We stole the image from the key’s reflection as Leven looked in a mirror,” Azure said. “There is no difference. After all, the key worked and you’re free.”

“Free.” The Dearth released the word like a slow leak. “Free for now, but it would take only one key to lock me back up.”

“We’ll get the key.”

“Of course you will,” the Dearth said. “Thank you for being so accommodating. I believe I am ready to travel farther.”

Azure picked the Dearth up and carried him out of the tent. Azure’s dark heart was pained, but the hatred he felt for the Dearth was greater. Azure knew there would come a time when the allies would have to turn towards each other and fight. It was clear that after they had used each other there would be no friendship.

“I can feel what you’re thinking,” the Dearth whispered.

“Ignore my thoughts,” Azure insisted.

“I will for now,” the Dearth answered. “But it would be best for you if you ignored them.”

“As you wish,” Azure said.

Azure carried the Dearth back to the wagon, focusing his thoughts on things far more benign than conquering all of Reality and eventually snuffing out the Dearth.
  

Chapter Five

The Devil’s Spiral
 

The Devil’s Spiral was even more frightening looking up from the bottom. The lit caves shining in the dark night combined to look like a towering jack-o’-lantern with hundreds of misplaced eyes—and the water sounded like a thousand hoarse voices mumbling something sinister.

Leven had left his room and located Harold, the Eggman who had helped them previously. Leven had persuaded Harold to take him to the base of the Spiral.

Harold was thin and sickly looking. He was taller than he was wide and his white skin was loose and saggy. He wore a striped robe like a dress with various utensils and objects tied to the hem and sleeves. His big wet eyes dripped at the corners.

“The docks are over there,” Harold said, objects clattering as he pointed. “Be careful—the water rises in less than an hour. Bells will toll twice before it does. When the alarm sounds, the water’s coming in.”

“Thank you, Harold,” Leven said. “I’ll find my way back.”

“It’s very late,” Harold said.

“I realize that,” Leven replied.

“Durfin might find fault with me for leading you here,” Harold said. “He said to extend you full hospitality, but he might question this.”

“Is this area off-limits?” Leven asked.

“No, but there’s much danger at the base of the Spiral,” Harold insisted. “And the dark of night makes it even more perilous and concerning.”

“I’ll be quick.”

“Your sycophant is with you?”

“Of course,” Leven lied, knowing that Clover was hundreds of feet higher, sleeping on the large purple nest.

Harold looked torn. “I am concerned.”

“It’ll be fine,” Leven insisted.

“The bell will toll twice,” Harold said again. “Do not ignore it.”

Harold slipped back through the granite door they had just come out of, leaving Leven alone. The water mumbled and surged, splashing up against the shore  

Leven ran down the wooden dock. It was so late that night was almost over—morning would be making its first appearance in the next hour or so. Nobody was out or around and the only sound Leven heard was the Veil Sea lapping restlessly against the dock and shore.

Leven ran to the end of the long pier. He stood on its edge as water from the sea misted his face. The horizon was dark and felt thick. Leven wiped his eyes and cupped his hands around his mouth.

“Garnock!” Leven yelled. “Garnock?”

The only reply was the sound of lapping water. Leven sat down on the pier, dangling his legs and wishing he had brought along his wet cloak to keep him halfway dry. His thoughts were with Phoebe and his father. The white streak in Leven’s hair shimmered under the tiny bit of light the moon was able to push down.

Water sprayed him again.

Clouds in the night sky blew away and the moon dipped its long beams down onto the sea’s surface. Leven could see the choppy waves beating up against the shore.

“Garnock!” Leven yelled again.

“Yes,” the water beneath his dangling feet replied.

Leven looked down to see the white, foamy face of the lead Wave bobbing on the surface of the water. Leven pulled his legs up and rolled onto his stomach so he could look straight down.

“Sorry,” Leven said. “About calling you out here.”

“There’s no need for sorrow on my behalf,” Garnock said. “We are yours to instruct.”

“That’s still really hard to believe,” Leven said.

“It is the order of things,” Garnock replied.

“The remains of Lith,” Leven said. “I know the Dearth’s moving the soil to the Gloam, but the bulk of Lith, has it been completely dragged apart?”

“It is all beneath the surface, but it will be many days before the Dearth possesses all the soil,” Garnock said. “Your concern is curious. Why care for the soil?”

“There’s someone who was held captive on Lith,” Leven explained. “I need to know if she’s still alive and if saving her is possible.”

“We can discover that,” Garnock gurgled. “But if she lives, the depth will be too great for us Waves to move stone to retrieve the buried.”

“We’ll come,” Leven said. “I’ll come with Geth and Winter.”

“For whom are we looking?”

“She’s a she,” Leven said. “A longing kept captive in a metal cage.”

“A longing?” Garnock babbled.

Leven nodded, his wet hair hanging down around his face.

“It’ll take us most of tomorrow to get there,” Leven said.

“If what you say is true,” Garnock bubbled, “I’d move with urgency. Longings are quite valuable.”

“We will be on our way as soon as I can find a boat.”

Leven looked down the dark shoreline. There wasn’t a single vessel in sight.

“We will help with that,” Garnock said. “A ship will be here at sunrise.”

“Thanks, Garnock,” Leven said.

“You’re most welcome,” he replied. “It is an honor to serve one so young.”

Hearing that from anyone else, it would have sounded sarcastic, but from Garnock the sincerity was as apparent as his presence.

Leven nodded.

Garnock disappeared beneath the water. Leven pushed himself up and looked out at the sea. His chest hurt and the compulsion to jump into the water and swim to the longing was very strong. Leven scooted back on the pier to prevent himself from diving in. He looked up at the sky and felt the wet mist from the sea move over him.

The mist that hovered over so much of the Veil Sea was like a blanket to the mind. It made things confusing, but it was a comfortable fog.

A soft bell sounded, signaling the coming surge. Leven looked around but saw no sign of the water rising.

“Leeeven,” the scene seemed to whisper.

Leven looked around, expecting to see someone right next to him. There was nobody.

“Leeven.”

He stood and slowly walked back to the start of the pier.

“Leeeven.”

“What?” Leven shouted to the darkness in frustration.

There was no response. Leven stepped off the pier and walked ten steps in the direction of the granite door.

“Leeeeven.”

Leven turned and stepped down the rocky shore. He could see the water receding as the surge grew closer. Mist washed over him and he walked towards the sea as more and more water pulled away.

“Leeven.”

Leven closed his eyes and breathed in deep. He took four more steps down towards the receding waterline. The ground was no longer stone but a sandy soil.

Leven stood still.

“Leven.”

It was a foolish decision. Leven could hear voices in his head rolling around like wet clothes in a hot dryer. His feet were heavy and dread filled his soul as he continued to watch the water recede.

“Leven,” he heard inside his head.

“Who are you?” Leven asked.

“You know,” the voice coaxed.

“The Dearth.”

“Smart boy.”

The second bell rang. Leven wanted to move. He wanted to step back onto the stone and retreat from the danger, but he just stood there.

“How do they die?” the Dearth questioned.

“What?” Leven mumbled.

“Sycophants. How do they die?”

Leven had to fight his own brain to keep from saying it aloud.

“Help me,” the Dearth urged.

Leven thought of Clover.

“I can’t,” Leven said weakly, wishing he hadn’t stepped off the pier.

“You already have.”

The voice was suddenly gone. Leven stood alone on the sea floor staring into the dark night as the arrival bells started to ring steadily. Leven couldn’t move. He grabbed his right leg and strained to pull it up. It broke from the sand with a loud pop.

Leven turned to run just as the water rushed to the shore. The surge had grown hundreds of feet high and was barreling like a locomotive straight toward the opening of the Devil’s Spiral.

Leven ran two steps before the water reached him from behind. It pounded his back and then he could feel himself being lifted up and pushed forward.

The water rolled over his head as if it were a great wet whale swallowing him. The force and the noise were so great Leven thought his head would simply thump into mush.

The water jammed into the opening of the Spiral. Fish of all sizes buffered Leven from the cliffs. The fish cycled and circled around Leven, wrapping him like scaly bubble wrap. Leven felt something tugging strongly on his right arm. He turned to see one of the Waves grabbing him by the wrist. Another Wave pushed him to the side, steering him clear of the high cliff walls and keeping him pocketed in the mass of fish.

The water spun through the Spiral at a tremendous speed. Leven became dizzy as they whipped through the concentric circles of the Spiral. One moment before he thought his lungs would burst, the water reached the end of the Spiral, squeezing him up and shooting him hundreds of feet into the sky.

Leven watched the dark sky race up around him and saw three Waves still clinging to him. The Waves looked odd and out of place with no water around them. Their form was bulky and fluid.

Leven peaked and began to drop, his heart trying to push out through his nose. The spraying water caught the wind and began to blow in the direction of Cusp. Leven might very well have ended up dead on the rooftop of some unsuspecting Cuspinian’s house, if it had not been for the Waves grabbing him by the ankles and wrist and puffing up to let the wind steer them like a sail toward the sea.

They separated from the rest of the shooting water and glided softly back over the Veil Sea. Leven wanted to thank his rescuers, but he was still too busy screaming for his life.

They dropped quickly down over the cliffs of the Spiral and then, looking much like the sky had as Leven raced up, the sea now appeared as Leven came down. He and the Waves hit the surface and skimmed the top.

Leven rolled like a log for a hundred feet and then began to settle into the water. The Waves pushed up beneath him, keeping him from sinking too far.

The Waves gently slid Leven onto the shore, where tamer waves with far less personality rolled up and over him until he found the strength to stand.

Leven’s legs and arms were like jelly. His heart still had not settled down in his chest and water dripped from his ears and nose. He was relieved to have survived the Spiral, but still felt a nagging sense of dread in his soul.

“I was sad about something,” he said to himself.

He looked at the ground and remembered the whispering. Leven shuffled up onto the shore and back over to the pier.

“Thanks,” he shouted to the dark sea.

He walked back to the granite entrance. Harold was there wringing his hands.

“I thought you were in trouble.” Harold looked concerned. “You didn’t return to your room.”

“I’m fine.”

“You weren’t out there when the water was coming in?” Harold questioned.

“No,” Leven lied. “Of course not. I couldn’t find my way back so I was looking for you.”

Harold exhaled. “Well, I’ll see you to your room.”

When Leven got back to his room he found Winter sitting on his bed with Clover. The two of them were listing all the reasons why they thought trust was important to a friendship.

Leven halfway explained what had happened, leaving out the part about the longing and the dirt whispering to him. And in the end they halfway forgave him. Only Clover, quite jealous that Leven had gotten to ride the Spiral and live to brag about it, harbored any bad feelings.
  

Chapter Six

THE PLUD HAG
 

Leven looked out at the blue sky and blinked. He pulled his hood down and scanned the horizon as the temperature dropped. Something was wrong with the weather. One moment it felt like the first day of a welcomed summer, and the next moment cold air would brush across you like paint, wrapping around your body and chilling you to the core.

“What’s up with the weather?” Leven asked, rubbing his hands.

“I’m not sure,” Geth replied. “I don’t remember it being so temperamental.”

Leven and Geth were on a boat looking up at a light blue sky, airy as cotton candy. Leven breathed in and could almost taste the day. Every few moments wind would stir across the water, swirling around the sunshine on its surface like cream.
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The mist in the distance was thin and almost vacant on the Veil Sea. And from where the old boat sat there were no immediate clouds to muck up the mind or impede the view. The water, however, was anything but beautiful.

“There’s still so much debris,” Leven said.

All over the surface of the water were pieces of bobbing foliage and wood—the last remnants of Lith.

“We’ll stop here,” Angus said, moving down from the bow.

Angus was a tall dark man with huge arms and short, frizzy hair. He wore a leather vest, and the top half of his right ear was missing. He had been the captain of the boat for over twenty years.

“You’re the captain,” Geth replied, bending to unlatch the stone anchor. “It’s amazing to look out and not see anything—a whole island gone.”

“The maps will need to be redrawn again,” Angus said. “How does a large rock like Lith just sink? Of course, how does a boat sailing in a completely different direction suddenly get pushed hundreds of miles off course and right up to a dock where three outcasts are in need of a ship?”

“Fate’s impressive,” Geth said.

“Fate, my hindquarters,” Angus said, walking away. “But, a fee is a fee and I’m happy to collect it.”

Angus went down below on the boat, grumbling.

“It was pretty fortunate to have a boat waiting for us this morning,” Geth said.

“I guess I might have had something to do with that,” Leven admitted.

“Winter said you all slept with your windows open.”

“They close?” Leven asked.

“Of course the stone shuts,” Geth laughed. “How else would a person get any sleep? Winter also said you met with Garnock last night.”

Leven nodded. Geth remained silent, so Leven began talking again.

“Aren’t you curious about what we’re doing?”

“If we were heading to Cusp this would be a very long and
 out-of-the-way route,” Geth said. “But I’ve always been fond of
 surprises. We could have rested up all day, but where’s the fun in that? And I’m assuming this will bring us closer to Azure?”

“Not really,” Leven said.

“You know the stakes,” Geth said, whistling. “I guess maybe you just wanted to see for yourself that Lith is really gone.”

“I witnessed that in person.”

“Still, it helps to see things in the light,” Geth said calmly.

“I heard the Dearth last night,” Leven said.

“While talking to Garnock about getting a boat?”

“After, actually,” Leven answered. “The Dearth talked to me.”

“You were standing where you shouldn’t have,” Geth said kindly. “All of us have got to be careful what we say and what we think. Our thoughts may not be our own.”

“He felt familiar,” Leven admitted. “He asked about the sycophants and then just went away.”

“I’m not surprised,” Geth said. “They need access to Sycophant Run.”

“Why?”

“I’ll let that be a surprise for you.”

“Thanks,” Leven said. “I personally feel like I’ve had my share of surprises. My grandfather was the Want. That was a surprise—and now I’m the Want.”

“It’s pretty incredible,” Geth agreed.        

“I just can’t believe that after everything he did I still miss him,” Leven lamented. “He betrayed me—he betrayed us—and I still miss him.”

“He was your grandfather,” Geth said. “And he was very sick.”

“That’s not exactly comforting,” Leven said. “I mean, is his illness going to be my fate?”

“I don’t believe so,” Geth said. “But if it is, make the space between now and then remarkable.”

“Where do you come up with things like that?”

“I probably read it in a book,” Geth smiled.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Of course,” Geth answered.

“Do you ever doubt what you believe? You know, about Foo and Reality being kept apart?”

“There are brief moments,” Geth said.

“That’s not the response I expected. You’re supposed to say something like, ‘Take a moment to be the best believer so those beliefs can count for something.’”

Geth stared at Leven. “Do I really sound like that?”

“Well, not exactly,” Leven smiled. “But if my father’s alive, I want to get to him, and the meshing of Foo is the only way to do that.”

“That makes sense,” Geth said. “But more than anyone I know you have been moved by fate to do extraordinary things. Don’t predict disappointment while hope is an option.”

“See,” Leven said. “That’s exactly what you sound like.”

Geth shifted the stone anchor to the edge and stood up. He glanced at Leven.

“You know, your eyes really are changing,” Geth said quietly. “I hadn’t notice how prominent it was until Durfin said something last night. It only reminds me that you should be hidden away. All those who held your position previously hid for at least the first year.”

“Only you and Winter know I’m the Want,” Leven whispered.

“It has to stay that way,” Geth insisted. “Keep the thought even from your own mind. We are safe out on the water. It is one of the reasons the Waves of the Lime Sea have stayed so faithful.”

Geth was taller this morning than he had been yesterday. Of course tomorrow he would probably be a couple of inches shorter. Ever since he had been restored in the flames of the turrets his body had been fluctuating. His eyes, however, were still blue and he wore the same expression he usually did, one of wonder and excitement, with no trace of fear. His long blond hair hung straight down and covered half of his face whenever he turned.

Geth released the stone anchor.

The long line of rope attached to the anchor slipped into the water like a noodle being lustily slurped under.

Leven stepped away from Geth. He walked across the deck and up to the bow of the ship. He was wearing a dark black cloak with the hood pulled back. His dark hair was long and the white streak in it was even whiter. His eyes burned a warm gold, like the hot embers in Midas’s campfire. Leven reached out and took hold of the rail as if to steady his heady life.

Something landed in his hair.

“Hey,” Clover said, materializing on top of Leven’s head. “Do you remember that stuff you used to drink in Reality?”

“Water?” Leven smiled.

“No, no,” Clover waved. “That jumpy stuff in those crinkly containers.”

“Soda.”

“Yes, soda,” Clover said affectionately. “I’d give up a spot in the Chamber of Stars for some strawberry-flavored soda.”

Leven reached up and petted Clover on the back of his head. Clover stretched and then twisted around and slid down Leven’s arm.

“Well, if you’re ever appointed to the Chamber of Stars I’ll know just how to tempt you.”

Debris knocked lightly against the side of the boat, mimicking the sound of Winter stepping up from down below.

Winter’s blonde hair was pulled behind her head and tied off with a green piece of soft twine. Long strands had snaked loose and were waving in front of her face like mischievous sprites. The green in her eyes was as pronounced as the depth of the Veil Sea. She had on a red cloak over her jeans. The color of her cloak made the pink of her lips seem electric.

“I’m surprised this boat even floats,” Winter said. “I just found another hole.”

The boat they were on was called the Plud Hag. It was named after a woman Angus had once been in love with but now had completely different feelings towards. It was a worn ship with a big cabin below and a large open deck up top. The hull was round and covered with a square canopy of weathered wood.

The Plud Hag creaked in the water as it sat tethered to its stone anchor. Leven and Winter looked off into the distance. Leven cleared his throat and glanced at Clover. Clover picked up on the hint perfectly.

“It’s the weirdest thing,” Clover said. “I suddenly feel—with no prompting from anyone else—like I want to go and see if Geth needs my help.”

Leven rubbed his forehead as Clover scurried along the rail toward the stern of the boat.

“Where are we, anyway?” Winter asked.

“Lith,” Leven answered. “Can’t you tell?”

After Lith had sunk, Leven and Geth had been taken by the Waves to the ninth stone, where they had met up with Winter. Leven had been so glad to find Winter alive and okay.

“Oh yeah, now I can see it,” Winter joked.

“Hey, remember that bridge we slept under in Oklahoma?” Leven asked.

“The one the avalands tore up?”

Leven nodded. “I miss that bridge.”

“We were cold, and scared to death under there.”

“But things were still basically normal.”

“Foo will feel that way if we succeed,” Winter said.

“And if we don’t?”

“I’m not going to think about things like that.”

“Okay,” Leven said. “Only positive. So we’ll win a war that only a few good souls even want to fight, get your gift back, find my father, put an end to the Dearth, and all live happily ever after?”

“Something like that,” Winter smiled.

Two mist eaters flew overhead and screamed as they searched for mist to gorge on.

“So, you’re the Want now,” Winter said.

Leven looked around to make sure they were alone. “We’re not supposed to be talking about that.”

“It still freaks me out a little,” Winter whispered.

“I know. Just think how I feel.”

“So can you see all the dreams coming into Foo?”

“No, not yet, at least,” Leven said. “I can’t really see any dreams clearly, but the edges of my view are all light and wiggly. I did clearly see that dream my father was dreaming.”

“Which is pretty cool,” Winter pointed out.

“Yeah, but now I want to know where he’s been and what possessed him to leave me to live with Terry and Addy.”

“He’ll dream again.”

“I’m waiting to see it.”

“So I guess someday you’ll also be able to see my dreams.”

“Actually, I’ve seen a few things already and I think it’s time for you to stop dreaming about unicorns and rich boys.”

“Nice,” Winter said. “Tell me when you really do start seeing mine so I can stop dreaming altogether.”

“It’ll be a while,” Leven said. “My gift has all but stopped working. Geth said that in a while I’ll fit my calling and then have the ability to do a ton more things.”

Winter smiled. “Are you bragging, Lev?”

“No,” Leven said, his face turning red. “I just . . . well . . .”

Winter put her hand on his.

“Bragging about being the Want—how shameless,” Winter joked. “You just said you shouldn’t even be admitting it. You should be in seclusion. It could be a year before you’re safely the Want.”

“I’m not going to lock myself up for a year in some remote cave just so I don’t get hurt,” Leven said hotly. “There’s no time for that. I feel more compelled to right Foo now than ever before and I’m not hiding to wait until I’m bulletproof.”

Winter put her arm around Leven. “You’re tall,” she whispered.

“You’re . . .”

“What?” Winter asked.

“I don’t know, just thanks for sticking around,” Leven said.

“I’ve got nowhere else to go,” she pointed out.

“Perfect.”

“So do you think that . . .”

Winter stopped talking as Geth drew closer with Clover on his left shoulder. Leven tried not to look too bothered about being interrupted.

“Sorry,” Clover said. “Geth started lecturing me and I couldn’t take it.”

“It wasn’t a lecture,” Geth insisted. “You were throwing rocks at that poor fish.”

“You saw the way he was looking at me,” Clover argued.

“He’s a fish,” Geth countered. “They have large eyes.”

“The important thing is, what are we doing out here, anyway?” Clover asked, successfully deflecting the attention from himself.

“We’re all wondering that,” Winter added.

“When Lith went under, it took something important with it,” Leven explained. “We’re here to retrieve that something.”

“Something?” Geth asked.

“Is it edible?” Clover asked.

“No.”

“Oh, I know what it is,” Clover remembered. “And . . .”

“Wait,” Leven stopped him. “Don’t say.”

“What could have survived the destruction of Lith?” Geth questioned. “The very soil has been dragged under the water and added to the length of the gloam.”

Leven fished for a couple of keys that were tied around his neck and pulled them out from under his shirt. The bigger key had locked up the secret of the sycophants. The smaller key was the one the Want had given Leven before he died. Leven held up the smaller one.

“What does it open?” Winter asked.

“You’ll have to wait and see.”

“So we just sit here?” Clover sighed, leaping from Geth’s shoulder onto Winter’s head. “I hate waiting. When I had to wait for Leven all those years it was the worst. Although Reality does have some pretty cool leaves and rocks.”

“I always found a good wait to be quite—”

Geth would have gone on and on about the virtues of a good wait, but his discourse was interrupted by the boat being lifted a couple of inches and then dropped back down.

Winter fell and Leven helped her up.

“What was that?” Clover asked excitedly.

The water beneath the boat swelled and then dropped again. Everyone held tightly onto the front rail.

A solid thud sounded.

The boat lifted again and dropped.

“They’re here,” Leven said.

The water surrounding the boat began to churn and bubble. All four of them peered carefully over the rail. One by one, faces—gaunt, white faces—began to appear on the surface of the sea, hidden within the foam and break of the teeming water. Some of the faces started to moan and chant, sounding like gargling monks.

“That’s unsettling,” Clover whispered.

A large, thick fist of water rose up twelve feet and towered above them. The water shivered as patches of the liquid ran back down into the sea, chiseling the fist of liquid into the form of a man.

Garnock groaned. His oblong eyes blinked open as he lifted his watery arms from his sides. The Wave had a thick, writhing beard and deep blue eyes. His body was a waterfall with surging water percolating at his feet where he stood on the sea. Next to him two smaller but equally defined waves rose up.

Garnock nodded respectfully in the direction of Leven.

“Any luck?” Leven nodded.

“Yes, she lives. But the soil still moves,” Garnock spoke, his voice the sound of a babbling brook. “It moves in two directions, but the rock and caverns of the island are settling intact.”

“And?” Leven asked.

“We have followed the trail of the Baadyn. They seek to comfort her, but their kind is of no use to her. She needs freedom, not air. It is a surprise even to us that she lives. Swim where the Baadyn swim and you will find her. But be warned, the remains of Lith are unstable and dangerous. The other Waves and I will swim with you, but we are weak so far below the water.”

Garnock lowered back down into the other bubbling faces. Winter looked from the water to Leven.

“Her?” she questioned.

“Dangerous?” Clover asked.

“Didn’t I say that?”

“No, you didn’t,” Winter said.

“I’ve never been good with details,” Leven said. “You and Clover can wait here. Geth and I will go and get back as quickly as possible.”

Geth bounced on the balls of his feet, ready to do anything.

“No way,” Winter complained. “I’m not waiting on this stupid boat while you two do all the good stuff.”

They all looked at Clover.

“Actually, I’ll be fine here,” Clover said. “I need to talk to the captain about the condition of his boat.”

“And I’m not sticking around to listen to that,” Winter said. “I’m going with you two.”

“We’re going to be going under,” Leven said dramatically. “And we’ve got to hurry.”

“Good.”

“Under the water,” Leven clarified.

“Of course,” Winter said. “I didn’t think we’d be flying under the sky.”

Everyone looked up.

“Actually,” Geth pointed out, “Winter’s been under this water before.”

“That’s right. So don’t worry, Lev,” she said. “I’ll show you what to do. Are we going right now?”

“No time like the present,” Geth smiled.

Geth pulled off the cloak he was wearing and threw it to the deck. He put his right hand on the rail and without saying another thing leapt over the rail and dived down into the blue water, just missing a dead tree floating on the surface. Geth didn’t bob back up.

Winter pulled off her cloak. She was wearing a black T-shirt underneath. She slipped off her shoes and with a smile bigger than Geth’s jumped over the rail and into the water. She too didn’t pop back up.

Leven looked at Clover.

“Scared?” Clover asked.

“No.”

“Because they both took off a lot faster than you.”

“I’m just thinking.”

“About being scared?”

“About breathing,” Leven answered. “I know the Baadyn help people breathe, but I just want to think about it for a second.”

“One-banana,” Clover counted.

“Cute,” Leven said. “It’s just that I still don’t like water.”

“You’ve been in a lot of it lately,” Clover waved. “You’d think you would be over that.”

Leven pulled off his cloak. He was wearing his inside-out Wonder-Wipe shirt. The two keys were hanging around his neck.

“I’ll watch your stuff if you’d like,” Clover offered.

“Thanks.”

Clover picked up and began to fold Leven’s cloak.

“You sure you’ll be okay?” Leven asked.

“To be honest, your concern seems a little insincere,” Clover said. “It’s kind of like you’re just trying to stall.”

“I’m not.”

“I thought you were in a hurry.”

Leven climbed up onto the rail, his right hand hanging onto a rope tethered to the mast. The water directly below him was debris free.

“There are millions of Baadyn down under the water,” Clover pointed out. “All of them there to help you. You’ll be fine.”

“Millions?”

“Well, I’ve actually never really counted.”

Leven closed his eyes and dove headfirst into the Veil Sea.
  

Chapter Seven

Let the Longing Begin
 

There are times in a person’s life when he or she must make a choice to believe. I choose to believe the sun will rise tomorrow. I also choose to believe that if you go to bed hungry you will wake up ready to eat. I’ve met a group of men in a faraway country who choose to believe that if you stand on a tree stump for an hour you will gain sympathy for trees. I am already quite sympathetic to trees, so I choose to think they are bonkers. As far as Foo is concerned, I choose to believe that Leven will do what he must to save dreams. And from the message in a bottle I just received I choose to believe that the gentleman with the short left leg and dry pink eyes will be stopped at the border of Romania before he is able to slip the note to the lady with the big sweaty hands who needs the information to ruin thousands of people’s lives.

But that’s another story.

I believe in Foo. I have been chased by avalands, threatened by rants, and welcomed by sycophants. I have seen Clover, talked to Leven, and personally thanked Winter and Geth for everything they are doing. I have stood on the shores of Cusp and watched the gloam grow.

I believe in Foo, and though I was whisked away before I personally was able to fight, I choose to believe that Leven was acting in the best interest of everyone and everything when he dove into the Veil Sea to save the longing. I also believe that as the last bit of air in Leven’s lungs escaped his mouth he was very relieved to have the soul of a large, fat, compassionate Baadyn slip over his head.

Leven instantly began to breathe easy and his eyes focused clearly on his surroundings.

The Baadyn are fickle creatures who live on the islands and shores of Foo. They are mischievous creatures who have no trouble causing others grief. But when they begin to feel guilty or dirty they have the ability to unhinge themselves at the waist and let their souls slide out and into the ocean to swim until clean. The clean souls of the Baadyn have been known for doing all sorts of kind deeds. Most often, however, they would latch onto anyone’s head who couldn’t breathe underwater.

The view was beautiful beneath the waves. Leven could see schools of oddly shaped fish, so colorful they were blinding. Herds of water deer ran across the depths of the Veil Sea as the soil of what was once Lith snaked in two directions along the trenches of the sea.

Leven spotted Winter farther down swimming towards a rocky outcrop. She was being pushed down by the Waves. Geth was below her entering into a dark, jagged hole. Hundreds of brightly glowing Baadyn were moving in and out of the opening.

Leven swam faster through the cold water. Garnock moved in over him, pushing him deeper down into the sea. They watched Winter swim into the dark hole ahead.

A red glowing squid with wriggling tentacles passed in front of Leven and yelped. Leven watched the creature fold into itself as Garnock pushed him farther down and into the dark hole. The softly glowing Baadyn lit the cavern like puffy candles. Leven reached out and touched the rocky walls as he swam deeper.

“It’s beautiful,” Leven said, his voice amplified by the Baadyn around his head.

Garnock nodded.

The water vibrated as the walls of Lith continued to slowly settle. Garnock washed in over Leven to protect him. The walls stopped moving and Leven swam farther.

The tunnel opened up to show hundreds of Baadyn swirling around the room. The walls were covered with odd patterns and deep markings. Leven swam across and into another tunnel. The tunnel turned sharply and Leven had to move sideways to slip between two smooth walls. Garnock helped push Leven up and through the small crack. The gap opened and another tunnel with an expansive opening expelled Baadyn like bad breath. Leven kicked furiously to move faster.

Once through the wide opening Leven swam up over a crumbling wall and down into a large, diamond-shaped room. In the center of the room lying on its side was a teardrop-shaped cage. In the center of the cage was Phoebe, the very last longing in Foo. She looked excited and scared, her long, sun-colored hair waving in the water in a hypnotic fashion. She was in her short green gown, and her pale skin glowed under the dim light the Baadyn souls provided.

Geth was already at the cage pulling at the bars while the longing reached out to him. Hundreds of Baadyn moved through the space and bars, lighting the scene like a Mexican fiesta.

The water shook and large pieces of rock began to crumble and fall like dry cheese. Geth kicked at the cage as Leven swam closer, groping for the key around his neck.

“Here!” Geth shouted, holding out his hand.

The door was on the bottom of the cage. Geth tried to turn over the entire thing, but it wouldn’t budge. Winter and Garnock grabbed hold and pulled along with Leven.

“It’s stuck,” Leven yelled needlessly.

One of the smaller Waves moved down beneath the cage, pushing away the dirt below it. The water shook again, causing the soil to move. The iron bars rolled over, giving Geth room to put the key in and open the door six inches.

Phoebe slipped halfway out. Geth, Winter, and the Waves pulled harder and she popped out. The water shook and wide slabs of stone began to shower down, bending the cage inward.

“Let’s get out of here!” Leven yelled.

Winter followed Geth and Phoebe up out of the cavern and back into the tunnel. Stones and walls were dropping everywhere, buckling under the strain of water and dirt.

“Go!” Geth screamed, wrapping Phoebe in his arms and dodging a collapsing ceiling. “Go!”

Baadyn were everywhere, shooting through the water like confused stars. The opening they had just come through was imploding. Leven pushed Winter through the crack and up against the wall.

“The exit’s blocked!” Leven hollered.

Geth and Phoebe came into the tunnel and saw there was no way out. They turned and retreated.

“Follow them,” Garnock ordered. “You must get out.”

Leven and Winter followed Geth back down the crack and out into the once-spacious cavern. Geth was already across the large room moving into a dark hole.

Leven’s arms burned from swimming and the water was so heavy it made moving a constant struggle. His legs felt like waterlogged tree trunks.

Garnock and the Waves pushed Leven and Winter quickly through the water and into the hole. The narrow passageway scraped Leven’s left arm and leg, creating small streams of blood in the water.

“It’s getting tighter,” Winter yelled.

“Keep going!” Leven insisted.

“I can see an opening,” Geth hollered from up ahead. “Hurry!”

The Waves pushed as the water and walls trembled violently. Geth pulled Phoebe up and pushed her through the opening into the deep open sea.

“Come on,” he said, reaching for Winter’s hand.

Geth pulled Winter to him and pushed her up through the small hole and out to where Phoebe was.

The water and stones trembled again and the tunnel became tighter.

“Out,” Geth shouted at Leven.

“You first!” Leven shouted back.

“Now!” Geth insisted.

Apparently Garnock was taking Geth’s side because he pushed Leven, squeezing him up and through the hole. The rocks crumbled further, pinning Leven’s legs in at the ankles.

Winter and Phoebe pulled madly on Leven from outside.

“Come on, Lev,” Winter pleaded.

“It’s not like I want to be stuck,” he yelled back. “Pull!”

They tugged harder and Leven popped out of the hole. Garnock followed. Leven turned quickly and could see Geth reaching out of the hole with his right hand. The rocks shook and tightened again, making the hole too small for Geth to get through.

“Geth!” Leven called.

“Go,” he insisted. “I’ll find another way.”

“No way!” Leven yelled, pulling at the rock. “I’m not going up without you.”

“Go.”

“I will—”

“Geth’s right,” Garnock interrupted. “We will have to ascend slowly and there’s always the possibility that the Baadyn will grow bored and not stick around.”

“I’m not leaving Geth.”

“Fate holds him now,” Garnock said, nodding towards two of his Waves to stick with Geth. “We must get you to safety.”

“Go,” Geth said again, pulling his arm back into the hole. “I’ll be right behind you.”

Leven could only see Geth’s right eye and a bit of his mouth. But Geth appeared to be wearing the same expression of wonder and amazement that he always did.

“I’ll see you up top,” Leven said as he started to drift slowly up and away.

“Of course,” Geth hollered back.

Leven watched Geth’s eye grow smaller and smaller until he could no longer catch sight of it. The only thing he could make out was a gigantic stone mountain quickly collapsing on the bottom of the Veil Sea.

Leven rose slowly. He closed his eyes and tried to see the future. There was nothing.
  

Chapter Eight

Leaning Too Far One Way
 

Have you ever thought about painting it?” Clover asked. “I mean, you could take a weekend and get a few friends to help.”

“She’s just fine,” Angus insisted. “Why cover up what she is?”

“I’m really good at painting stars.”

“Paint a star on my boat and you’ll be swimming home,” Angus threatened.

“It’s called character,” Clover argued back. “And if ever some-one—”

Clover was interrupted by Winter rising from the water. A large Wave pushed her up, lifting her like a watery goddess from the great depths. The Wave raised Winter up over the rail and set her down on the deck. The Baadyn around her head slipped down and oozed off the boat like a wad of snot. Winter steadied herself and looked at the Wave.

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure,” the Wave bubbled, slipping back down into the water.

A smaller Wave lifted Phoebe out of the water and up onto the ship. She shook her head and her hair appeared to dry instantly. Her smile seemed almost too big for her face, and her eyes blinked slowly open and closed. Angus took off his felt hat and stared at her.

Clover leapt up onto Winter. “Wow. You guys got her?”

Winter nodded and shivered.

Leven began to rise from the water. Garnock had him on his shoulder lifting him above the rail and onto the stern. Leven jumped from Garnock and pulled at the Baadyn covering his head. The Baadyn stretched and popped off with a wet snap. Leven shook his dark wet hair and tossed the Baadyn back into the water. He turned to Garnock.

“You have to go after him,” Leven ordered. “He’s gotta get out.”

“He will,” Garnock said calmly, his voice the sound of soft running water. “The Waves will stick with him.”

“What’s going on?” Winter asked.

“Geth’s still down there,” Leven said. “I’m going back.”

“That would be foolish,” Garnock said sternly. “You should be in seclusion. You’re vulnerable, and your death will help nothing.”

“It could help Geth.”

“Fate holds him—”

“I know, I know, fate holds him now,” Leven said quickly. “But I’m not standing around waiting to see what fate does.”

“The Waves will stay by him.”

“I’m not leaving this spot until we have him.” Leven held his ground.

As if on cue, the water began to churn and Geth rose out. Two fat Waves were holding Geth by his arms. The Baadyn around Geth’s head slipped like runny phlegm back into the water.

Leven and Winter pulled Geth over the rail and onto the deck. Geth flopped down against the floor, coughing and spitting. Leven pushed his wet hair out of his own eyes and smiled. He kneeled down by Geth as the other Waves moved back behind Garnock.

“That was fast,” Leven said.

“I said I’d be right behind you,” Geth grinned. “The Waves were quick to find another exit. Thank you so much, Garnock.”

“We would sooner leave another Wave,” Garnock said. “Good-bye, Leven.”

Garnock nodded and shrank back into the water. The other Waves did the same, meshing into the foaming mass of gaunt faces and waves. Garnock’s face disappeared and the sea boiled as the Waves slowly rolled away in massive, thundering humps.

Everyone turned and looked at Phoebe at once.

“Phoebe,” Leven said. “Are you all right?”

“I am now,” she said, blinking rapidly. “How kind of you to come for me.”

“You’re a longing,” Geth said.

Phoebe smiled and the air in Foo suddenly seemed crammed with oxygen.

“There aren’t any left,” Geth whispered.

“There’s one,” Phoebe said teasingly.

“A longing on my boat,” Angus said in disbelief.

Phoebe touched Angus on the cheek. Angus stumbled backwards. He would have fallen right into the sea if it had not been for the rail.

Phoebe turned to Leven. “Thank you.”

Leven’s face burned red. “Don’t mention it.”

Phoebe smiled and began to lift off the ground. She rose higher and large translucent wings unfolded behind her, catching the soft wind.

“I should go,” she sang.

“Wait,” Geth said, sounding like an adolescent teen. “Where are you going?”

“Everywhere,” Phoebe answered. She smiled and the temperature in Foo warmed. She reached out and brushed Geth’s arm.

“A lithen,” she said, blinking. “How wonderful.”

“Geth,” Geth said.

“Of course.” She laughed. “I’ll be back, Geth.”

Geth opened his mouth but couldn’t say anything.

Phoebe smiled again, then fluttered her wings and drifted away. A few moments later she was out of view.

“Wow,” Angus said.

“More like uh-oh,” Geth said, finding his voice again. He looked at Angus. “Get us to Cusp as fast as possible. I mean it.”

“But . . .”

“Now,” Geth insisted.

Angus hurried away.

“A longing?” Geth said urgently, turning to look at Leven.

“What?” Leven answered defensively. “I knew she was in trouble and I had to help. Clover told me to.”

“Right,” Winter half-smiled. “It’s Clover’s fault.”

“I gotta agree with Winter,” Clover chimed in. “First of all, I don’t remember saying anything, and second, Phoebe’s too pretty to be someone you simply save.”

“Your grandfather gave you that key to her cage?” Geth asked.

“Right before he died,” Leven said, confused. “He said I would need it.”

“What a weak soul,” Geth cursed. “He’s left Foo a mess that only conflict will clean up. And releasing a longing will make things messier. Yes, yes, I realize she’s beautiful—I’m not blind. Your grandfather was a coward to leave all of this to you. I think you might be wise to hide the sycophant key someplace besides around your neck and don’t tell anyone—or even think about—where. Okay? Not even us. You have to keep it a secret.”

“Are you okay?” Winter asked Geth. “You’re kind of all over the place.”

Geth put his head in his hands, his blue eyes looking confused against the clear sky. Leven sat down on a wooden barrel half filled with purple apples. He laced his fingers together behind his head and leaned over. Clover patted him on the shoulder.

“It’s not easy being the Want,” Clover said calmly, making excuses for his burn. “So you let Phoebe out. We all make mistakes.”

“It’s so confusing,” Leven admitted. “I can’t see anything but what’s in front of me. My eyes are burning, but I can’t see the future. I close my eyes and all I can see is darkness. I open my eyes and I see lights creeping into the corner of my view.”

“You’re settling,” Geth said. “The mantle of the Want takes time to assume.”

“I didn’t want this.” Leven wiped his forehead. “I didn’t ask to come here and be buried by the seemingly impossible. My hands are bigger, I’m taller, but I feel insignificant.”

“You’re not,” Geth insisted. “Azure and the Dearth will pay and what you stepped into Foo to accomplish will come to pass.”

“You’re going to be okay,” Winter said reassuringly.

“You don’t understand,” Leven snapped.

“What don’t I understand?” Winter’s voice was stern. “Sorry you feel bad, but it’s not like you just met a person so beautiful that now you feel completely worthless.”

“What?” Leven said. “What are you talking about?”

“I saw the way you all fell over yourselves to stare at her.”

“That was Geth.”

“Don’t argue, you two,” Geth said.

“We’re not arguing.” Leven felt light-headed.

“No,” Winter confirmed. “We’re just . . .”

Winter looked at Leven. Leven looked right back at her. Winter’s cheeks burned red and her green eyes outshone Leven’s. The two of them stared at one another and then, as if they were destined to, they began to lean into one another. Leven closed his eyes.

“What are you doing?” Geth asked, concerned.

Winter closed her eyes too and leaned closer. Both of them looked panicked and out of control, but it didn’t stop them from moving closer and kissing each other.

Clover’s jaw dropped and he pulled something out of his void just so he could let go of it in shock. Even Geth looked caught off guard, as if he’d been given news that he never thought he’d hear in his lifetime.

Leven stumbled back and looked at Winter. His face was almost as red as hers. He looked at Geth and Clover and then back to Winter.

“Well, that was interesting,” Clover said happily.

“I don’t know what . . .” Leven tried to say.

“No, I . . .” Winter said. “It’s not you . . . it’s just that my . . . I think I left something down below.”

“Hold on,” Geth said, stopping Winter. “You don’t understand. It’s not just you. Her effect—it’s already taking hold.”

“Whose effect?” Clover asked.

“Phoebe’s,” Geth answered. “With her release, all of Foo will begin to grow more feeling and . . . well, more passionate.”

Winter cleared her throat and continued to blush. Leven looked at his feet.

“Even Azure,” Geth added. “If things were heating up before, it’s only going to get worse. We’ve got no time to waste now.”

Geth hurried below.

“Wait up,” Clover yelled. “I need . . . well, I don’t really need anything, but I just don’t want to be alone with these two.”

“I really should go below also,” Winter said.

“Why?” Leven asked. “Because of what happened? I mean, that’s just because of Phoebe. It’s not like we really kissed. Well, we kissed, but it wasn’t because we wanted to.”

Winter smiled awkwardly.

“I mean, I didn’t wake up this morning planning to kiss you,” Leven explained.

“Don’t worry,” Winter said, her wet blonde hair making her look smaller and more vulnerable than she usually did.

“I feel like a jerk for some reason,” Leven admitted. “Or kind of like I’m going to pass out.”

“Either way you should probably lie down,” Winter said.

Leven squeezed the back of his neck with his right hand and sighed.

“Go lie down,” Winter insisted. “Because I’m thinking I might try to kiss you again if you don’t. I mean, Phoebe’s out.”

Leven looked at her. He had never realized how pretty she was.

“You released her,” Winter smiled.

Leven stood up very slowly and reluctantly walked below. The Plud Hag turned and headed up towards Cusp.
  

Chapter Nine

Don’t Fear the Reaper
 

Ezra paced across the top of the dresser, wringing his hands. His purple plastic toothpick top twisted in the wind of the air conditioner and his green nail-polished body glistened under the pungent glow of the motel’s neon sign dripping through the window. Ezra scratched his forehead with his thin wooden tail and clapped his hands angrily. It sounded like a tiny click.

“Something’s different,” he hissed. “Something’s wrong. I feel different all of a sudden.”

“Could it be from the fact that the world is falling apart?” Dennis asked. “I saw tanks rolling through the streets today. Everyone’s scared of the bugs and clouds and buildings.”

“I didn’t say something’s different about the world,” Ezra snapped. “I feel different.”

Dennis blinked, his eyes tired from staring out the window. He sat up on the edge of the bed and looked at Ezra.

“You don’t look different—aside from the fact that you’re a toothpick and all.”

Dennis had a tendency to speak his own mind these days. With Sabine out of his system he was back to being a simple-minded janitor with wrinkle-free pants and a white shirt. There were traces of black, shadowy lines up and down his arms and body and shaved head, but they were faded, and his mind was mostly clear and open. And the things he had been through gave him a new courage to speak.

Dennis had followed Ezra across the world and back again. They had flown in planes, driven in cars, and crossed the ocean in a large, smelly boat operated by an abusive Russian crew. Dennis had heeded every order Ezra had barked, lifted every object, and done everything the deranged toothpick had ever asked. Now, however, he was tired and wishing that whatever Ezra was experiencing or feeling wouldn’t translate to Dennis’s having to work any harder or worry any more than he had recently.

After sailing across the ocean they had arrived in North Carolina. From there they had hitchhiked to where they currently were—in Oklahoma waiting for someone neither of them knew, but hopeful that whoever it was would be able to help.

“I feel weird,” Ezra snapped. “Sick, even.”

“Sick like throwing up?” Dennis asked.

“Sick like throwing up,” Ezra mocked. “No, sick like my insides are all girlie.”

Ezra looked shocked at his own words.

“Girlie?” Dennis asked, surprised.

“Don’t say it!”

“You did.”

“I am the one with the girlie insides,” Ezra snipped, his one eye blinking rapidly. “I can say what I want.”

The motel room was silent except for the sound of the air conditioner. Two doors down a car horn honked and somewhere far away the sound of sirens could be heard.

“Are you sure they’re staying here?”

Ezra sighed.

“We’ve been waiting all day,” Dennis continued. “Maybe they weren’t really kicked out of their apartment. Maybe they aren’t living here now.”

Ezra’s back tightened as a new knot seemed to grow on his tiny spine.

“You are a swollen pig,” Ezra spit. “I would give my left hand, single eye, and all of my pointed toes to have that other idiot back—what’s his name, the one who collected garbage?”

“Tim?” Dennis said.

“I’m Ezra, you idiot.”

Dennis looked at the ground and wove his fingers together.

“So, Tim was the one who told you about these two?” Dennis asked.

“He told Sabine,” Ezra said. “But as usual I was listening in on other people’s conversations.”

“You must be proud.”

“Thank you,” Ezra said, confused by his own emotions. “And . . . thanks for being here.”

Dennis looked around as if somewhere there was a TV left on and it was playing something offensive.

“What did you say?” Dennis finally asked.

“You’ve been a good companion,” Ezra sighed.

Dennis shook his head and felt his own forehead.

“You’re all over the place emotionally,” Dennis said. “Why are you saying that?”

“I don’t know.” Ezra trembled. “Something’s wrong with me. I think Geth’s doing something. I swear, the moment I meet that selfish fool I’m going to kill him. He takes the good and leaves me with nothing but anger and confusion. Now my insides are turning all rotten and soft and I long to be with friends, chatting. You know, like in that cracker commercial—the one with the cheese and the kittens.”

“You have no friends.”

Ezra started to wail.

“What now?” Dennis asked.

“What now?” Ezra mimicked. “Can’t you see I’m in pain?”

Dennis looked hurt as well.

“Sorry,” Ezra said. “I’ve got to pull myself together. They’ll be here soon.”

“And you’re sure they’re from Foo?”

“That garbage man said they were connected,” Ezra said. “Plus I can feel it.”

“You’re feeling a lot of things these days,” Dennis said.

“What a pothole you are,” Ezra snapped.

“See,” Dennis said. “This is why you have no friends.”

“I know,” Ezra said. “I’m a mess. Call down to the motel desk. See if they know when they’ll be back.”

“They won’t know. You can’t just call and have—”

“Call!” Ezra barked.

Dennis stood up and brushed his pants. He looked at himself in the mirror by the TV and ran his hands over his shaved head. It wasn’t easy for him to stare at himself, but the last few weeks of his life had made him stronger and more capable. He had even noticed himself standing almost completely straight up instead of slouching when he walked. And on three different occasions he had actually instigated eye contact with people.

“Stop staring at your boring face and call the desk!” Ezra screamed. “It’ll be just as washed out and plain after you make the call.”

“Thanks,” Dennis said sarcastically.

“What a knob.”

Dennis picked up the beige phone, pushed the white buttons, and in three rings a gravelly male voice answered.

“What?”

“Um . . . uhh,” Dennis tried to think of the right way to ask about somebody else’s business. As he was stuttering, headlights pulled into the motel parking lot and brushed across their window.

“What do you need?” the clerk on the phone asked impatiently.

“Well, I was . . . we were wondering if the ice machine was working.”

“There’s no ice machine.” The man laughed. “What do you think this is, a Motel 6?”

Dennis thanked the man for his time and hung up.

“Ice machine?” Ezra seethed. “I’d give anything to work with someone who had at least average intelligence—like a rock, or an empty toilet paper roll.”

“I can arrange that,” Dennis said firmly. “Knock it off.”

“Oh, there’s that backbone you were rumored to have.”

“I didn’t ask him when they would be back because they’ve just pulled up.”

Ezra leapt from the dresser over to the window. He pushed his face up against the glass and stared out. The night was dark but the neon sign lit the parking lot. The car that had just pulled in was parked across the lot.

Its lights shut off and the doors opened.

A large, big-shouldered woman wearing a red sweat suit hefted herself out of the passenger’s side. She stood there, catching her breath and looking around. Her expression gave the impression that she currently smelled something foul. On the driver’s side a skinny man in a dark robe stepped from the car. He had the hood of his robe over his head and looked like a featherweight boxer getting ready for a quick fight. He wore white sneakers with black socks.

“That’s them?” Dennis whispered. “Black socks and white shoes?”

“You’re criticizing him? This coming from a man who dresses like you do,” Ezra bit back. “Could your pants get any blander?”

“Well, at least I never have to iron my pants.”

“Stop talking,” Ezra hissed. “It’s them, I can feel it. Now, remember our plan?”

“Of course I remember.”

“I can’t believe I’m putting this in your hands,” Ezra growled. “I’ve never even seen you think well for yourself.”

“Don’t worry.”

Ezra became misty, switching emotions at rapid fire. “You’ve grown up so fast.”

“You really are all over the place,” Dennis said, frustrated.

“I know, now let’s go.”

Dennis picked up a pair of fake glasses resting on the bed. He slipped on a long white lab coat and grabbed a clipboard with a piece of plain yellow paper on it.

“Do I look official?” he asked Ezra.

“Pitiful, maybe.”

Dennis picked up Ezra by the head and slipped him behind his ear.

“Don’t say anything I haven’t whispered to you,” Ezra barked. “Understand? I don’t want you blowing this by thinking anyone cares about your opinion.”

Dennis nodded, picked up his motel key, and walked out the door and across the parking lot.
  

Chapter Ten

The Invisible Village
 

It can be quite difficult to accurately describe something invisible. If you know a person’s invisible you might start by saying he or she has arms and legs and a head, but past that point it’s not easy to get more specific. I believe the Invisible Village is quaint and lovely, but I’m just going on imagination. I’m certain the buildings have windows and there are doors, but as for the type of flowers growing out of the possible flower boxes, I’m just not too sure. Because of this, this chapter just might take a little more imagination on your part. Thankfully, Foo has not been destroyed and the possibility of dreaming is still there.

Good luck.

Brindle was a fat, happy, red, furry sycophant. He moved through the stone pass and down the twenty moss-covered steps. He had been sent by Rast, the lead sycophant in the Chamber of Stars, to retrieve Lilly. Lilly was Rast’s daughter, and the one who had stolen the sycophant key and given it away. Rast felt certain that Lilly would have answers to help them get the key back and restore their responsibility. Brindle, as usual, was happy to do his part to help.

Brindle leapt four steps at a time trying to keep up with his trail guide. Brindle had met up with an Omitted named Tosia and was now being taken to the Invisible Village. Tosia was tall, with a shaded face and dark hands. He had a long, ratty beard and eyes with white pupils. The dark bags under his eyes were as pronounced as his wide nose. Nothing he wore matched, due to the fact that the Omitted could see everything but themselves and because of this they had to depend on others to tell them how they looked.

“Are we close?” Brindle asked.

“Yes,” Tosia answered. “Can’t you feel it?”

Brindle stopped walking and let the feelings of the moment wash over him. His heart hurt and his head felt thick.

“Feel heavy?” Tosia asked.

“I do,” Brindle answered. “My chest feels tight. It’s not a feeling I like.”

“The village is a horrible place,” Tosia said. “There’s no good there.”

“I’ve heard.”

“A person with your kind disposition should stay away.”

“I must find Lilly.”

“The white sycophant?”

“Yes,” Brindle said, placing his right hand on his chest to breathe better.

“She’s sick,” Tosia whispered. “Few have a depression more palpable. She talks often about digging up metal and destroying Foo.”

“I know her father,” Brindle said.

“Is he a sad creature?”

“Quite the opposite.”

“Can you see my shoes?” Tosia asked.

“Yes.”

“Do they look okay?”

Brindle stopped to look at Tosia’s shoes. “They are on the wrong feet,” he said.

“Are you telling the truth?” Tosia asked suspiciously.

Brindle nodded.

“No wonder my feet hurt.”

Tosia sat down and untied his shoes.

“Do you know what’s happening in Foo?” he asked. “The news we get out here is riddled with holes. The Lore Coils that reach us are pathetic at best. They’ve bounced around so many times it’s hard to understand what they say. Others say that Azure has discovered a way out. And there are multiple mentions of war.”

“I fear war is inevitable,” Brindle said.

“I’ve even heard mention of the Dearth rising again. That’s impossible, right?” Tosia said as he awkwardly switched his shoes onto the opposite feet.

“Unfortunately you’re wrong,” Brindle said. “It’s this concern that brings me here to find Lilly. She has a connection to the keys and we are hoping she can help.”

“The mythical seven keys,” Tosia said. “I don’t believe in them.”

“I’ve seen one,” Brindle said.

Tosia’s eyes ballooned.

“And we fear they might have already been used to open the soil.”

“They’re real? But if the Dearth rises . . .” Tosia shivered.

“If the Dearth succeeds, all of existence will change,” Brindle clarified. “This war will be very different from the last. Most are too concerned with their own comfort this time to worry about fighting. And those who gather to fight are fighting for reasons they don’t fully realize.”

“Stop,” Tosia said. “Our conversation’s making me even sadder.”

“Sorry,” Brindle said. “You asked for news.”

“I don’t know why I did,” Tosia lamented. “I prefer not to know. It’s too much for a person to carry around.”

Tosia stood.

“Come,” he said. “It’s not much farther.”

Brindle followed Tosia, weaving between thick trees and rocky cliffs. At the edge of a small mountain there was a large wooden gate.

“The village is just beyond that,” Tosia said in a hushed tone. “I’m not going a step farther and I advise you to do the same.”

“I have to get Lilly.”

“The depression will smother you,” Tosia said.

“I’ll be quick to leave,” Brindle said nervously.

“I’d never go,” Tosia warned. “In no time you’ll be shuffling around wondering what the point is and why you should bother with anything.”

“I appreciate your concern,” Brindle said. “But I must go on.”

Brindle pushed on the gate and it swung up, opening at the bottom for him to walk through. On the other side of the gate was a thin footpath that cut between two tall, skinny mountains. The mountains slouched inward, looking sad.

“Good-bye,” Brindle waved, looking through the door. “And thanks.”

“Hold on,” Tosia said. “Before you go, can I ask, do you think I’m too pale?”

“Not at all.”

“Honestly?”

“Honest.”

“Describe my eyes,” Tosia pleaded.

“There isn’t time,” Brindle said, uncomfortable.

Tosia looked wounded. “My jealous brother says they’re mud colored.”

“You have very handsome eyes,” Brindle conceded. “Chocolate brown.”

Tosia smiled.

Brindle closed the gate before Tosia could say anything else. He moved down the path, flipping the hood of his robe up over his head and turning invisible himself. Brindle’s shoulders slouched as the heaviness of the environment began to weigh down upon him.

“I’ve got to move fast,” he said aloud.

He began to run. He ran along the path and came to an opening at the edge of the sloped mountains. Before him was a small green valley. A thin purple river ran through it and the basin was covered with creatures and people walking aimlessly about. Some appeared to be walking in the air.

Brindle reached the cliffside and climbed a large net of ivy down the cliff face and into the valley. Once on the ground he walked straight into something, smacking his face. The impact made his head spin. Brindle reached out and could feel a wall of some sort. He turned and ran into another invisible obstacle. He turned back around and could not find the spot he had just come from.

Brindle’s heart beat faster.

He moved onto all fours and crawled in the reverse direction. Running into nothing, he kept moving down what felt like a
 cobblestone street. Of course all he could see was dirt, but his tiny hands could feel the grooves and textures of each brick.

The stones stopped and Brindle’s head knocked into a rough surface. He reached out and wrapped his arms around what seemed like a tree.

He could hear crying and looked up to spot a woman standing there weeping. Brindle moved to comfort her, but there was an invisible wall between the two of them. He tried to climb over the wall but he couldn’t find the top.

“Hold on,” Brindle yelled.

The woman didn’t move. She just continued to cry.

Brindle loosened his robe and tried to take in big gulps of air. His chest was thumping and his legs became heavy and sore. Not only could he not find a way to get to the woman, he couldn’t find a way out of the space he now occupied. He was in the middle of what looked like a wide open field, but he was trapped.

Brindle spun around. Sad, desperate people and creatures trying to find their way out of the Invisible Village dotted the valley.

Brindle breathed in deeply. He closed his eyes and stood still. Stepping forward, he reached out and turned to the right. His ears twitched and his red fur waved lightly. He could sense an opening. Eyes shut, he walked two hundred feet.

Brindle opened his eyes and saw a man sitting on the ground two feet away from him. Brindle was only twelve inches tall but he stepped up to the man and put his small hand on the stranger’s right knee. The man was thin, with shoulders narrower than his waist. He had on dirty leather shoes and his pants and shirt were made of black linen. There was crust under his eyes and beneath his nose from dried snot and tears.

The man’s crusty eyes blinked slowly and out of sync.

“Who’s there?” he asked weakly.

Brindle materialized. The man smiled softly and patted Brindle on the hand with his soiled right hand.

“A sycophant.” He sighed. “How nice to think about something besides my plight.”

“What is it about this place?” Brindle asked sincerely. “It feels so sad. I’ve always heard stories, but I didn’t understand.”

“It’s my home,” the man said sadly. “I have to live here.”

“Why?”

“I can’t remember.”

“I want to perish,” Brindle said honestly. “I want to leave, but I don’t know if I can find my way out.”

“It’s possible,” the man said. “Not easy, but possible. Don’t worry, though, you’ll become accustomed to the hopelessness.”

“I don’t believe that,” Brindle said, loosening his robe around his neck.

The thin man frowned. “Believe what you want. I can say quite honestly that I don’t think I have it in me to care.”

“I can’t even remember what I’m here for,” Brindle said, confused. “I think there’s a girl.”

“Isn’t there always?” the man said. “That makes me sad.”

“I think it’s a sycophant,” Brindle said. He was trying hard to think straight. “A white one.”

“Lilly?” the thin man asked.

“Yes,” Brindle said sadly. “I’m here for Lilly. Do you know her?”

“You learn to know everyone here,” he said. “Not many wander in by accident and most stay until they’re through with their existence.”

“So do you know where she is?”

The thin man lifted his right hand and pointed to the left.

“See that jagged peak?” he asked. “The one with the crooked top?”

Brindle followed the man’s finger.

“Yes.”

“Last I saw her she was behind there in a two-story cottage.”

“Is there a way to get there fast?” Brindle asked. “The village is confusing.”

“No,” the thin man said. “I’d wish you luck, but in your state you would doubt my sincerity.”

“It looks so far away,” Brindle complained. “Even if it was a straight shot.”

“It is far,” the thin man replied. “There’s a good chance you might never make it. Of course, you could always wait until it snows. The snow gives our village definition.”

“Does it snow here often?”

“Once, maybe twice a year,” the man answered.

Brindle didn’t know if he wanted to go on living. And if he did want to live, he couldn’t remember a reason why he should.
  

Chapter Eleven

Far and Away
 

The Plud Hag traveled all night and reached the docks of Cusp at mid-morning. The boat hadn’t even been properly tied off by the crewmen before Leven leapt ashore. Winter was right behind him and Clover was clinging to Geth. All four of them were fighting to control their emotions and trying hard to act as if nothing like an accidental kiss between Leven and Winter had actually happened on the boat.

“Nice detour,” Clover complained. “Now everything’s even messier.”

“I couldn’t leave her buried,” Leven said loudly.

“I could have,” countered Winter.

The docks of Cusp were crowded with people of all types and classes. Hundreds of boats were tied up or taking off. The sky was a clear green with streaks of yellow running along the bottom, and there were a dozen hot-air balloons hovering in the sky like ornaments.

A dirty, burly fisherman bumped into Leven and continued walking without saying a word.

“Some welcoming committee,” Clover said. “One time when my brother came home from his first burn we made signs for him. I still remember mine read, ‘Welcome Back.’”

“Clever,” Winter said.

Two men carrying a coffin-sized box full of bright orange fish pushed past them. The fish were wriggling and complaining while the men were arguing over who loved a certain girl most.

“Phoebe must have flown over,” Geth said.

“Great,” Winter complained.

“Azure will be at the Far Hall,” Geth informed them. “It’s the center of Cusp.”

“What are we waiting for?” Leven said. “I wish you had cars here.”

“Me too,” Clover smiled. “One of the best moments of my life was driving a car in Reality.”

“You can always travel by balloon,” Angus said, stepping off of the boat and butting into their conversation. “Or if you need to go quickly you can move by rope. Personally I’m not comfortable with the rope due to the problems, but I know many use it and think it’s safe.”

Angus held out his hand and cleared his throat. “If you don’t mind.”

Geth gave Angus a handful of green sticks and a couple of short pieces of rope for his payment.

“Thanks for the ride,” Leven said.

“Our pleasure,” Angus nodded. “Maybe fate will blow us your way again. Until then, I’ll take my leave and wish you well.”

Leven, Geth, Winter, and Clover moved down the wooden dock and onto the cobblestone streets of Cusp.

Cusp was the largest city in Foo. Most honest nits and cogs lived within its borders. It stretched from the Sentinel Fields just below the Lime Sea and bordered the Veil Sea all the way up to the Devil’s Spiral. The gloam jutted out from below Cusp, but most in the city liked to pretend the gloam and its dirty soil weren’t even there.

Cusp was beautiful and diverse. Colorful trees and lush growth flourished along the roads and in the yards of every structure. Birds flew through the balloon-filled sky in magnificent patterns, showing off their colors and skills. The intricate stone streets and tall, esthetically pleasing homes competed with the trees and rivers for people’s attention.

The population of Cusp was close to a million creatures and beings. It was a well laid out city with wide cobblestone streets and neighborhoods reflective of most of the countries in Reality. There were a Russian district, a European sector, and an American avenue. A Polish parish, a French quarter, an African region, a Canadian province, and a Chinese community could also be found. It was all at once quaint, international, and familiar feeling. There were no noisy cars filling the street, only onicks and other creatures pulling carts or pushing wagons.

For many of the past years Cusp had been a peaceful place where nits manipulated dreams and used their gifts to build the city and better Foo. Cusp was also slow to join sides in the fight to right Foo. Most of the residents were happy to pretend that everything was just fine with Foo and Reality. Recently Azure had spent a lot of energy and time trying to recruit nits in Cusp to join him and the movement to mesh Foo with Reality.

Cusp wasn’t dark like Morfit, or remote like Fté. It had architecture and ingenuity. And there was a sense of security and order in Cusp that so much of Foo lacked at the moment.

“It always makes me happy just to be here,” Leven said.

“That’s just that cage girl making you think that,” Clover said.

“Yeah, I don’t know how to trust my own feelings anymore,” Winter added.

“Phoebe doesn’t change your feelings,” Geth said. “You’ll simply long more for what you always have wanted.”

“So when Leven kissed Winter . . .” Clover started to say.

“Hey, there’s one of those ropes,” Winter said quickly, pointing to one of the many long, taut strands of rope that ran down the street in any number of directions.

The ropes were systematically strung all along the roads and sidewalks. They were held up by dark green poles with what looked like little carved monkeys on top.

“I’ve never used the ropes before,” Geth admitted. “It’s a relatively new way to get about. A nit from South America invented it.”

“How does it work?” Winter asked.

“Hold onto the rope and say where you would like to go out loud.”

“It pulls you there?” Leven asked.

“Kind of,” Geth answered.

Winter stepped up to the rope, gripped it with her right hand, and said, “Far Hall.”

Nothing happened.

“Wow,” Clover said. “I’m glad I didn’t blink.”

“Is it supposed to . . .”

Winter stopped talking. Her hand was beginning to weave itself into the rope. She tried to pull it back, but she couldn’t. The rope pulled Winter into it, stretching her into threads and weaving all of her into the taut line. Two seconds later she was gone, nothing but a shaded bit of rope racing away down the line.

“That’s not right,” Leven said.

“It’s organic or something,” Geth said. “You become one with the rope until it hopefully unspools you at your destination. Who’s next?”

“I actually don’t mind walking,” Clover said. “It’s kind of a nice day.”

“Didn’t Angus say there were some problems?” Leven reminded Geth.

“In the beginning a few of the travelers came out mixed with parts of other travelers. I think the kinks have been worked out, though.”

“Comforting,” Leven smiled.

“Last one there is . . . well, you know.” Geth grabbed ahold of the rope, a giant grin on his face. “Far Hall,” he announced.

It worked even faster on Geth. His hand wove into the rope and the rope pulled the rest of him into the line as if he were a string unraveling in reverse.

“That’s unsettling to watch,” Leven said.

“You’re not actually going to do it, are you?” Clover asked nervously. “Look, it’s just me and you—like old times. We can walk and talk and skip. I’ll read something out loud to you as we travel. It’ll be nice to stretch your legs. Won’t it be nice to stretch your legs?”

“There’s no time,” Leven said. “Besides, Winter would never let me hear the end of it.”

“You might be part of the end of Winter if you try it.”

Leven held Clover in his left arm and grabbed onto the line.

“Far Hall.”

“Where’s my say in this?” Clover argued as Leven’s right limb became a long strand of stretched-out twine.

Leven and Clover were pulled into the line.

The feeling was sensational. It felt like being pulled through a tube that was half an inch too narrow. A burning and confusing feeling shot through Leven’s body, while long strands of multicolored light spiraled around him as he traveled. He could feel impulses passing through him like freezing cold water in his stomach.

Then, with a sound similar to a full reel of fishing line being let loose, Leven shot out of the rope into a tightly coiled pile of himself. He breathed in and his body gelled together. Winter was standing right next to him with an open mouth.

Leven set Clover down and began to pat himself, making sure everything was in place.

“You’re all there,” Geth said. “Unless there’s some strand missing inside of you.”

They were standing in a small stone structure that was open on both ends. The rope ran straight through the center.

“That was pretty amazing,” Winter said.

A mother and two young children unraveled from the rope directly in front of them. The mother told her kids to keep moving and then walked out of the rope station. A man with a flushed face carrying a large bundle of flowers stepped in and grabbed the rope.

“Thirteen-eighteen Duncan Way.”

He was pulled into the thick rope and gone.

“Couldn’t someone cut the rope?” Clover asked.

“I suppose,” Geth said. “But you’d just be rerouted.”

“Let’s do it again,” Clover said, reaching out.

“Not yet,” Leven stopped him. “We have to see if Azure’s here.”

They stepped out of the rope stop and crossed a large cobblestone street. Onicks shuffled and galloped in both directions, carrying passengers and wares around Cusp. On the other side of the road was Far Hall, a large stone building sitting on a tall granite foundation. Far Hall had a dozen floors and arched windows that looked like webs covering the whole place. It was made of pink stone that appeared wet under the new morning sunlight. The doors were all wood with round wooden beams that slid across their fronts and locked into place. In each of the rounded windows a yellow-robed nit stood holding a kilve and wearing an expression of focused concentration.

“Azure must be here,” Geth said. “They would never have such a heavy presence of security if there weren’t someone important or troublesome visiting.”

Twenty wide granite steps led to the wide front entrance. Two young boys were walking around shouting about the news in the
 latest edition of the Scroll. Leven climbed the steps quickly with Geth and Winter in tow. Geth addressed the short yellow-robed guard at the entrance.

“Is the Twit in?” Geth asked.

“That’s a question only to be asked by those with authority,” the guard replied hotly.

“Then will you tell him Geth’s here?”

“Geth?” the guard said with surprise.

Geth nodded back.

“Geth the lithen?”

“Yes.”

“You can tell him yourself,” the guard motioned. “I was raised in a home that still values what you’ve done.”

“Then you were raised well,” Geth smiled.

“Come,” the guard said. “Follow me.”

Inside the front doors, the building opened up like a great cathedral. The ceiling was covered with colored glass that allowed the sunlight to shine down in intricate patterns against the light tiled floor. Thick velvet curtains were draped over hundreds of windows and chairs that would have looked at home in a posh, stuffy castle. Spiral staircases circled up and into large holes leading to other floors and places.

“Is Azure here?” Geth asked the guard.

“He arrived hours ago,” the guard answered. “He debates with the Twit in the square chamber.”

“It might be best if we were to approach without a lot of notice,” Geth said. “Fate would be fortunate to hear what’s being discussed without them knowing I’m there.”

“Then fate moves me to be on my way,” the guard said. “You will find them in the square chamber. There are many others looking on. If it were me, I would approach through the far door and probably not be noticed at all.”

“Thank you,” Geth nodded.

The guard bowed and backed away.

“There’s still good in Cusp,” Geth said.

The four of them wound their way up a wide spiral staircase into a light hole. The space was squat, with thick rugs and low ceilings. There were three doors, all tightly closed.

“Around the side,” Geth instructed. “There’s another door.”

Geth turned the corner and slipped into a tiled nook off the tight hallway. The door in the nook was unlocked and opened without noise. The sound of people shifting drifted out and up like tepid wind.

A man inside was speaking.

Geth slid into the back row and scooted down far enough for Leven and Winter to fit in. They were well hidden by the crowd, which began to murmur in agreement with the man speaking.

The room was square with a high, pointed, glass ceiling. Marble pillars lined three walls, holding up a balcony. At the front of the room was a tall seat with a low wooden wall surrounding it and a small strip of fuzzy red flooring in front of it. The remainder of the room was filled with benches for spectators. Almost every seat was occupied and there were some people sitting casually on the floor near the front.

“That’s Azure,” Winter said with poison in her voice. She pointed towards the man who had been talking. He was now pacing back and forth on the fuzzy flooring.

Azure had on a long blue robe with black markings on the edges. He had broad shoulders and was as tall as Geth. His hair was long and dark and he looked young, like Geth. It seemed apparent by the way he spoke and moved that he was knowledgeable and thought he was smarter than he actually was. His dark eyes looked over the crowd with a manufactured sincerity. His right ear was red and swollen and when he moved he favored his left side so as to keep the ear out of sight.

“We move in bulk, but we seek only peace,” Azure said. “We are soldiers in pursuit of peace.”

The Twit was sitting in the throne. He wore a high, funny-
 looking red wig and had a short gray beard and big square glasses. The Twit looked much older than Azure and wore a far less sophisticated brown robe. His hands were small and folded neatly in his lap right below his round stomach. He unfolded his hands and scratched at his nose, looking both bothered and bored.

A small, thin man with fluffy blond hair and a fancy purple robe was sitting near the throne writing everything down. The back wall of the room was lined with guards all holding kilves.

“You wish to occupy land that rests directly next to Cusp,” the Twit said. “If you were the Twit, I wonder if you would be so quick to allow permission.”

“If I had the word of someone such as I,” Azure said strongly.

“Such as you? There’s much sordid talk about one such as you,” the Twit said, his red wig jiggling.

“Talk?” Azure smiled.

“Yes, talk,” the Twit said. “Of course, people often speak without understanding, but let’s see if I understand. You say you wish only to march down the gloam and occupy the stones the lithens have abandoned?”

“Yes,” Azure said. “As we continue our search for a pathway out of Foo.”

The Twit laughed as others in the square chamber fidgeted in their seats.

“Such a pathway does not exist,” the Twit said. “I know because I’ve read many books addressing the subject.”

“You are most learned,” Azure said. “But with no offense intended, we believe differently.”

“There’s also talk of you stealing gifts and digging up metal,” the Twit said.

The audience hissed.

“I am not here to debate what those in Morfit do,” Azure said. “I . . .”

“I’m not talking of those in Morfit,” the Twit said heatedly. “There’s talk of gift stealing here on the edges of Cusp, by those who pledge allegiance to you.”

“Would you deny those who wish to shed the responsibility of their gifts?” Azure argued. “There are many who tire of what they have been burdened with. Why should they have to hold onto their gifts if they don’t wish to? As for metal, I can’t be responsible for what a few rogue rants dig up.”

“You’ve brought the rants here. And so many of them,” the Twit said. “It’s your casual excusing of order that concerns me.”

“Rest easy,” Azure said. “You will see in time that we seek no malice.”

“I should hope so, and Cusp does not seek to regulate all of Foo. The Sentinel Fields are yours to occupy for the time being. However, if your gathering bleeds into the Meadows we will be forced to use our strength to hold you back.”

The audience moaned and chattered. An old woman with a wide, floppy hat barked at Azure while others booed her.

“Trust me, we seek no war,” Azure assured them all. “We’ve done nothing to harm you, and when the soil in the gloam settles we will be on our way with all who wish to join us.”

“I want no talk of pathways out of Foo,” the Twit insisted. “We still believe there is importance in our relationship with the dreams of man. You are an idiot to think as you do, but perhaps the lesson of your failure will be what is required to teach you so.”

Azure tried to calm his nerves by breathing deeply.

“I will obey your wish,” Azure finally said. “But let me say before this crowd and all who have ears, that believing there’s no way out is a foolish tradition. We have proof of Geth leaving and returning with others.”

Leven looked at Geth.

“That gateway was destroyed,” the Twit said.

“We believe there’s another,” Azure said. “A permanent opening he used many, many years ago.”

The Twit shook his head. “That’s a myth wrapped up with the origin of the Dearth. Sabine and his shadows searched Foo for years looking for any gateway.”

“But there were places they didn’t reach,” Azure said boldly. “Spots on the Thirteen Stones, and the island of Alder.”

“What if your supposed opening went down with the sinking of Lith?” the Twit sniffed impatiently. “What then?”

Azure stood there silently, opening and closing his fists.

“I don’t believe it, but what do I care?” The Twit waved his hand. “Waste your time as you wish, but do not bother the harmony of Cusp. We take our calm very seriously.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Azure said with oil in his voice. “We desire nothing but peace.”

“That’s a lie,” Geth said, standing up.

The entire audience turned around as if on hinges. Geth pushed his hood back and looked directly at Azure’s blue eyes. The crowd was cheering and clapping, quite happy with the disturbance. They began to mumble and titter with excitement.

Azure’s eyes glowed blue and then dimmed.

“Geth,” Azure said, shaking, his face pale. “You’re the last person I expected to see.”

“Sorry to disappoint you.” Geth stepped out of his seat and into the aisle. “Azure seeks to overthrow Cusp, your honor. He has awakened the Dearth.”

The crowd laughed.

“Geth,” the Twit said with enthusiasm. “You live. How interesting.”

“No thanks to Azure,” Geth said. “He left us for dead.”

“Explain,” the Twit said.

“I’m afraid Geth’s confused,” Azure said, trying to regain his composure. “Geth seeks to keep everyone living in the past and captive to the old ways. He tells the story as if he were innocent. It was I who was left for dead.”

“That’s not true,” Winter said passionately. “I was there.”

“Hold on, this is not a trial,” the Twit barked, his red wig shaking as he did so. “People speak when they are addressed. I paid for this position and you will respect me.”

Winter’s face burned pink under the reprimand.

“She’s telling the truth,” Leven said, standing. “Azure’s working to ruin Foo.”

The Twit’s face flushed red. He held up his hands and then took off his glasses and rubbed his swollen eyes. He adjusted his wig and snapped his fingers.

“Drink,” the Twit said loudly.

A tall guard entered the room carrying a porcelain pitcher and stein. The guard poured some liquid into the stein and passed it to the Twit.

Leven closed his eyes as the Twit drank.

“Still coming up blank?” Clover whispered into Leven’s ear, recognizing what Leven was trying to do. “Would it help if I hit you on the back of the head?”

Leven pushed back his dark hair and stared at the glass ceiling. The room was warm and the heat he felt in his cheeks was scorching.

“I bet if the Twit were an animal or creature of some sort you could control him,” Clover added.

The Twit handed his cup back to the guard and exhaled. He stood and glared at Winter and Leven. He looked at Azure and Azure bowed respectfully.

“Geth,” the Twit asked, “are these two interruptions with you?”

Geth nodded.

“You’d be wise to teach them manners,” the Twit chastised. “And you say the Dearth is free?”

“Yes,” Geth answered.

“Well, I have no concern for the Dearth,” the Twit said sternly. “The tales of his existence and desires are stories I was told as a child to keep me from wandering into the Swollen Forest or away from the hills of Morfit. My heart’s happy to see you, Geth. You are still spoken of with kindness, but you don’t understand what’s happening. You were away while much progressed.”

Geth looked the Twit directly in the eye. “Progressed?”

“This is a different time,” the Twit said calmly. “To hear you speak of the Dearth only confirms my fear that you’re lost in a past that has long since slipped away. True, I do not trust Azure
 completely, but his intentions are clear and if he seeks foolishness then so be it. My concern is with Cusp and our level of society.”

“And we seek only for peace and possibility,” Azure said.

“You seek to destroy Foo entirely,” Geth replied.

“This is not a trial,” the Twit said again. “The mood here is attached to my decision. Azure, we will not react to your followers as you wait for the gloam to grow. But if I feel for a moment that the comfort of those in Cusp is being compromised, we will incite our forces and push against you.”

“We will be gone the moment the gloam settles,” Azure bowed.

“I can’t believe this,” Geth argued. “He has betrayed Foo. The Thirteen Stones aren’t his to possess.”

“Enough,” the Twit said. “Azure’s not on trial and the Thirteen . . . Twelve Stones are not my concern. Our beliefs may differ, but Azure walks our streets freely. And unless you have the money to change my mind, your concerns are not mine.”

“Then you’re a fool,” Geth said.

“Careful,” the Twit said. “My affection for you is not without limits. I can process what I see without your help. Now, who’s the boy?”

“This is Leven Thumps,” Geth pointed.

The courtroom exploded with mumbling and chatter.

“Quiet,” the Twit ordered. “I suspected so.”

“Everything we lithens have prophesied is coming about,” Geth said.

“Don’t speak of prophecy,” the Twit snapped. “What stability does guessing at the future bring anyone?”

“I’m not guessing,” Geth insisted.

“You bring a boy and say he’s Leven,” the Twit said. “And what if he is? His presence does nothing to guarantee Cusp’s quality of life.”

“I don’t believe it. You choose to relax while Azure gains strength.”

“Stop,” the Twit insisted, halting Geth. “This conversation is over. Cusp knows how I feel and my thoughts are now public.”

The small man with the puffy blond hair was writing frantically, trying hard to keep up.

“You’re selling out Foo for the promise of fading comfort!” Winter cried.

“I could have you locked up!” the Twit yelled back. “You should thank fate that I have lunch plans and no time for the paperwork such motions involve.”

The Twit glowered menacingly at Winter and turned in a huff. He then walked through a small wood door and out of the back of the room.

Geth looked at Azure, and the two of them locked eyes. Azure’s smile made his face look fake and plastic. Geth moved towards him and in an instant Azure was gone.

Leven’s stomach lurched, as if in sync with Azure’s disappearance.

“Where’d he go?” Winter asked. She looked around the room.

The crowd began stamping their feet in excitement as the guards filed out of the door through which the Twit had exited. Some spectators shouted with enthusiasm for the Twit while others left the square chamber to broadcast the outcome.

“Where’s Azure?” Leven called.

“He’s never had the ability to disappear before,” Geth said. “It’s a trick. He must still be in the room somewhere.”

Leven moved through the square chamber looking for any sign of Azure. He dropped to his stomach, checking beneath the benches and seats.

“He’s not in here,” Winter reported.

“Outside,” Geth said. “He can’t be far.”

Leven stood up and held his stomach. His lungs heaved and he coughed until he could breathe freely again.

“Are you okay?” Clover asked.

“I’m fine,” he answered.

“What’s wrong?” Winter asked frantically, her emotions out of whack. She put her hand on Leven’s back.

“My insides are messed up,” Leven moaned.

“Can you walk?” Geth questioned.

“Of course,” Leven said hotly.

Geth ignored Leven’s reaction and ran to the spiral stairs.

“Keep your eyes open,” Geth hollered as they climbed down.

“I wasn’t planning to keep them closed,” Leven shot back.

The corridors of Far Hall were packed as spectators who had been in the square chamber poured out and mixed with those who were already there. There were all colors of robes covering all shapes of beings, but no sign of blue.

The four of them spilled out onto the main floor.

“Can he shrink?” Winter asked.

“No,” Geth replied. “Azure’s a lithen. He has no nit gift.”

“Maybe he does now,” Leven said. “They’ve been taking gifts in the hopes of being able to bestow them.”

“There’s no talk of their success,” Geth said. “Over there.”

Geth pointed to the long corridor that ran down the largest wing. At its end a speck of blue slipped between two marble pillars.

Leven pushed through those mingling in the corridor. Even here the effects of Phoebe could be seen. Dignified nits with tall hats and wigs were all over the place talking and arguing heatedly with one another. Some were expressing their love or reciting awful poetry.

When Leven reached the marble pillars, Azure was gone. All that remained were a tall stained glass window and a wide wooden door.

Leven pushed open the door and ran through it. Outside he found himself in an open courtyard filled with large granite orbs that were arranged in a square pattern. The clouds in the sky streaked across the horizon as if their bellies were smoldering. On the opposite side of the courtyard Azure was walking quickly towards a rope.

“We’ve got to get close enough to hear where he’s going,” Geth instructed. “If he takes off without us hearing, we’ll never catch him.”

“Go, Clover,” Leven commanded.

Clover shivered happily. He leapt from Leven’s shoulder and soared through the air. He bounded across the tops of the orbs and ran across the heads of those walking about.

Azure was ten feet away from the rope.

Clover bent his legs and sprang over two old people who were holding hands and confessing their love to one another.

Azure reached the rope and stuck out his hand.

Clover hit the ground and rolled between the legs of a tall, slow-moving man.

Azure grabbed the rope and spoke.

Clover watched Azure become one with the rope and then disappear seconds before Leven, Geth, and Winter made it there.

Clover materialized and jumped onto Leven’s right shoulder. He dusted his knees. Leven was breathing so hard from running that he couldn’t speak yet.

“You okay?” Clover asked.

“Fine,” Leven answered.

“What’d he say?” Geth questioned, not yet breathing easily himself.

“I think he said he’s fine,” Clover replied. “It’s kind of hard to tell exactly, he’s breathing so hard.”

“Not Leven,” Geth scolded. “Azure.”

“Oh, he said, ‘Fourteen Over Zenith.’”

Geth grabbed the rope and repeated what Clover said.

“All right,” Winter said, taking hold and shouting out the address for herself. She was quickly pulled in.

“Ready?” Leven asked Clover.

“Of course,” Clover replied.

Leven wrapped his fingers around the rope.

“Fourteen Over Zenith.”

Leven was pulled into the rope and shot through the fibers. Lights and warmth twisted around him like fingers being dragged down his legs. He could feel others string through him. Three seconds later he shot out of the rope onto the side of the street, directly in front of a red brick three-story building.

Winter was standing there.

“Azure saw Geth come out,” she said quickly. “He took the rope and said, ‘Norton Bend.’ Geth went after him.”

Leven and Winter grabbed the rope. The ride was longer this time. Leven could feel himself rising and lowering as he zipped along.

Leven strung out in front of a large stone outcrop—nobody was there. Winter raveled into place right next to him.

“Where are they?” she asked, panicked.

“Not here,” Leven said. “Are you sure he said Norton Bend?”

“I think so,” Winter said. “He was sort of yelling. It could have been ‘Horton Glen.’”

“There’s a Horton Glen, and a Morton Den,” Clover said.

“There’s a Horton Glen?” Winter asked in disbelief.

“Great—I’ll take that one,” Leven said, reaching out. “Horton Glen.”

Leven zipped into the rope and was on his way.

“Morton Den,” Winter said, grabbing the rope.

Two seconds later they were nothing but twine and on their way to two completely different stops.
  

Chapter Twelve

Completely Strung Out
 

Leven flew out in front of a round lake filled with green water and yellow fish. The fish popped like hot corn from the surface of the lake. Clouds of blue and gold dipped down into the water, their bottoms turning a wet, drippy purple. There was nobody in the immediate area. A short wooden fence ran through a sandy stretch of land surrounding the lake. In the distance a small shack with a picture of a cooked fish on it sat like a splintery squatter.

“It must have been Morton Den,” Clover said needlessly. “I wish we had time to do some fishing.”

“We don’t,” Leven said and grabbed the rope. “Morton Den.”

Like skinny tree roots Leven’s fingers grew long, twisting into the rope. The sound was similar to the noise of creaking wood. The lights and flashes of warmth rushing though Leven were dizzying. He could feel himself lift and zip quickly to the right. The sound of thin tinkling bells and long, drawn-out screams could be heard weaving through Leven’s mind. Leven spun like a corkscrew and sprayed out of the rope into a recognizable pile of himself.

He and Clover were in front of a large glass building with a stone arched doorway. The cobblestone street was filled with people walking and carts being pulled by onicks.

Once again there was no sign of Azure, Geth, or Winter.

Leven stopped a female cog walking by. “Did you see anyone pop out?”

“Excuse me?” the pretty cog said kindly. She had heather in her hair and wore a dress the color of sunshine.

Leven’s cheeks burned.

“A guy in a blue robe and one in a dark green,” Leven said slowly. “And there was a girl.”

“I didn’t see anything,” she replied.

The pretty cog walked off.

“I don’t think I should have released Phoebe,” Leven said to Clover.

“It’s sure making you all act goofy,” Clover agreed.

Leven looked around frantically. In a patch of clean red dirt on the side of the walkway he saw a large word scratched in the soil.

“That’s Winter’s writing,” Leven said urgently.

“How can you tell?” Clover asked.

“It’s messy,” Leven answered. “And there’s a ‘W’ beneath it.”

Leven clasped the rope again. “Twenty-Seven End of Up.”

The rope ride was beginning to feel familiar and comfortable. Leven liked the sensation of others rushing past him. He would have almost enjoyed the journey if it had not been for the urgency in his heart.

Leven was ejected from the rope with a blast. His feet coiled against the stone street as his body wove itself back into shape.

Twenty-Seven End of Up was the end of the line and, by the looks of it, pretty close to the end of the world. The street stopped right up against a large, red, clay cliff. Trees lined the empty street, the low branches holding hands with one another as they stretched across the road, creating a canopy.

Leven looked up. Clover and he were not alone.

“Hello, Leven,” Azure said coldly. “How nice of you to come to me. It’s been a busy few days and this saves me some time and trouble.”

Four rants were standing behind Azure holding Geth and Winter. Geth looked calm as usual, but Winter’s cheeks were red and her green eyes stormy.

Leven reached out to hold the rope again, but a rant moved in from behind and seized his wrist. He spun Leven around, holding him tightly in front of him. The rant was huge and Leven could smell his hot, fishy breath on the back of his neck.

“So impetuous,” Azure said. “Check him.”

A sixth rant stepped in front of Leven and began to roughly search him. Half of the rant searching him was tall and strong. The other half was in the shape of a lumpy avaland.

“Nothing,” the rant growled, trying to control his left half.

“Where’s the key, Leven?” Azure asked.

“What key?” Leven said innocently.

Azure hit Leven across the face with the back of his left hand.

“Don’t be stupid,” he said cruelly. “The sycophant key. It once hung around your neck.”

“The Want took it,” Leven said without missing a beat. “I thought you would know that.”

“The Want’s dead,” Azure said.

“Then I have no idea where the key is,” Leven answered. “He took it from me.”

“Search him again,” Azure barked. “And don’t be so gentle.”

Leven struggled as the rant threw him to the ground and ripped at the robe he was wearing. Azure helped by pushing Leven’s chest down with his own kilve. The rant tore and pulled at Leven. Geth and Winter struggled against their own rants.

“Leave him alone!” Winter shouted.

“Shut up,” Azure growled.

The rants finished with Leven.

“Nothing,” the largest rant said in shame, pulling Leven back up onto his feet.

“Take them to the cottage,” Azure said angrily. “Keep an eye on them. I’ll be back once we’ve covered more ground.”

The rants bowed towards Azure and then pulled them all off the stone road and through the forest. A tiny brown cottage covered in moss and weeds stood barely noticeable among the thick trees.

“Inside,” the rant holding Leven ordered, pushing him in through the front door.

Leven flew to the ground. The floor had been ripped up, exposing the dirt beneath. Leven lifted his chest to push himself up. Geth came crashing down on him, followed by Winter. The door of the cottage slammed closed behind them all.

“I got your message in the dirt,” Leven said, sitting up.

“Sorry,” Winter said. “We thought we were chasing after him, not the other way around.”

“Is Clover here?” Geth asked.

“Of course,” Clover said, appearing.

“See if you can listen to what they’re doing,” Geth whispered. “Quickly.”

“No problem.” Clover smiled and then disappeared.

“We shouldn’t have followed him,” Winter said.

“Why?” Geth asked.

“Honestly,” Winter chided. “Don’t you see where we are?”

“Exactly where fate would want us to be,” Leven answered, looking around.

Geth and Winter stared at Leven—Geth looked proud, like a dad who had just witnessed his son’s first home run.

Finally Winter spoke. “That’s something Geth would say.”

Leven stood and walked around the one-room cottage. The inside was the size of a large living room. There was a wooden trunk sitting in the middle of the torn-up floor and a round stone fire pit in the corner below a leafy funnel for smoke to rise up through. It was dark, but two small windows at the top corners dimly lit the room. Leven could feel the dirt floor hissing.

“We shouldn’t be standing on this ground,” Leven said, holding out his hand to help Winter up.

“I’m okay,” she said, getting herself up and stepping onto the trunk.

All three of them were barely able to squeeze together and sit with their knees up against their chests on the trunk.

“This might work for a little while,” Winter said. “But I can’t sit like this forever.”

“What’s he up to?” Leven asked Geth. “Azure could just get rid of us.”

“I think the Dearth would have a problem with that,” Geth whispered. “And he wants that key. I’m glad you don’t have it.”

“I listen occasionally,” Leven whispered back.

“I think rarely is more accurate,” Clover said from on top of Leven’s head. “Like I asked him not to talk in his sleep, and he still does.”

“Did you hear anything from them?” Geth asked, ignoring Clover’s blathering.

Clover materialized. “Azure was talking to a tall rant and he said something about how it’s taking longer than expected for someone to gain their strength.”

“The Dearth,” Geth said quietly.

“He also said he would be able to fix all of that tomorrow at the Meadows when it begins.”

“Meadows?” Leven asked, looking at Geth.

“On the edge of Cusp,” Geth answered. “The Twit has made it so easy for them. They’ll be right next to the shatterball tournament tomorrow.”

“Go, Cusp!” Clover cheered. “Anyway, he’s going to keep you here until it’s over. After that, I think he’s planning to kill you.”

“What?” Winter exclaimed.

“Why do you say that?” Leven asked.

“Because he said, ‘I’m planning to kill them,’” Clover reiterated. “He said he has no use for Geth or Winter and that it wouldn’t hurt for Leven to bleed a little.”

“Nice,” Leven replied. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

“And the guards are still there?” Winter questioned.

Clover nodded. “There’s two at the front, two at the back, and two standing out by the road. Why are you all sitting on this trunk?”

“The soil’s not safe to stand on,” Geth said, pushing his hair back out of his eyes.

“There’s good news,” Clover continued. “Azure’s gone. He went for that thing that’s gaining strength.”

“And we’re about to be killed,” Winter said angrily.

“It shouldn’t be that hard to break out of here,” Leven said.

“Six huge rants,” Clover reminded him.

Geth jumped from the trunk to the stone fire pit. He knocked against the hard wood wall.

“Could you get us our kilves?” Winter asked Clover.

“Not without them noticing me shoving them through the window,” he answered.

“How about some food?” Winter complained. “I don’t want to die starving.”

“I can’t get you a warm meal, but I’ve got a few things,” Clover said, reaching into his void.

“No way,” Leven insisted. “Don’t eat anything he pulls out of there.”

“I picked up some stuff from the Eggmen.”

Clover fished around and pulled out a round blue ball with gold webbing covering it.

“I don’t know what this is,” Clover said. “But I thought it looked good.”

“Don’t eat it,” Leven warned.

“How about some of that stuff I gave you at sea?” Clover asked. “Filler Crisps. I still have a whole box left.”

“That’s okay,” Winter said. “I’m not doing that again. Don’t you have anything chocolate?”

Clover reached deep into his void, his tongue at the corner of his mouth as he stretched. He smiled and pulled his arm slowly back out. In his tiny hand he held a long, thin, foil-wrapped bar of candy. The foil wrapper was dull under the weak light. On the front there was a single word: Slub.

“This sounds harmless.” Clover shrugged.

He slowly unwrapped the candy and the aroma of chocolate filled the room. There were four small squares hooked together.

“What does it do?” Winter asked.

“I picked it up while we were with the Eggmen,” Clover said excitedly. “I think it’s new.”

“It smells fantastic,” Geth said.

“I don’t know,” Winter hesitated. “Slub sounds kind of dubious.”

“More for me, then,” Clover said happily, breaking off a square and popping it in his mouth. As Clover chewed his blue eyes grew wide. He licked his small lips and began reaching for a second piece.

“No way.” Winter grabbed a square. “I get one.”

“I’ll take one too,” Geth said.

Clover held the last square of chocolate in his hand. He looked at it lustfully and licked his lips.

“I guess if you don’t really want it . . .” Clover said to Leven.

“No, wait,” Leven said, watching Geth and Winter eat theirs.

“Wow,” Winter gasped. “That’s the best chocolate I’ve ever eaten. Give me Leven’s.”

“I’ll take half of it as well,” Geth said.

“How about thirds?” Clover offered. “I’ll divide it.”

“Okay,” Winter agreed.

“Hold on,” Leven insisted. “If it doesn’t do anything, I want my piece.”

“It’s not doing anything,” Winter said.

Leven snatched his piece and put it in his mouth. The rest of them looked at him as if he had just done something incredibly cruel and thoughtless.

Leven chewed and then moaned. “That’s the best chocolate I’ve ever had.”

“Do you have more?” Geth asked Clover.

“Yeah,” Winter said urgently. “You have to have more.”

Clover was already fishing around in his void and complaining, “I know that’s it. It was sitting in a pile of other candy when I grabbed it. I wish I had more.”

“We should go back,” Geth said.

“Yeah,” Winter said excitedly. “Let’s get out and go back for more.”

“I can’t remember ever tasting something so . . . what’s that?”

Geth pointed towards Clover’s nose, where a thick stream of brown was leaking out.

“What?” Clover asked.

“Your nose,” Winter said.

Clover wiped his nose and looked at his little hands. His eyes bulged.

“That can’t be right,” he said with concern.

He lifted his palm up to his nostrils and breathed in. He then licked the back of his hand.

“It’s more chocolate,” he said. “Fantastic.”

“No way,” Winter said, standing up on the trunk. “That’s disgusting.”

Clover let his nose run directly into his mouth. His nostrils began to flow, chocolate running in two streams down to his mouth and onto his neck.

“It’s even better than the bar,” Clover raved. “Way better.”

“Where did you get that candy again?” Leven asked, worried.

“The pile said flavored,” Clover answered back, his face a chocolaty mess.

“Flavored?” Leven said exasperated. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Clover argued. “F-l-a-w-e-d—flavored.”

Leven put his palms to his eyes and rubbed.

Winter licked her lips—there was chocolate dripping from her nose now. She kept her mouth closed, but the smell of it was so intoxicating she finally breathed some in.

Clover’s nose began to flow faster in smooth, thick, chocolate streams. His leafy ears twitched and he was swallowing as fast as he could.

“I told you we shouldn’t take anything from him,” Leven said, pointing at Clover.

“Too late for that,” Winter yelled, chocolate filling her mouth as she spoke. “You know what, though, it is better!”

Geth had been laughing at Clover and Winter, but now his nose had begun to run.

“It’s really tasty,” Clover said, trying to make it sound like a good thing was happening.

“It’s coming out of our noses,” Winter reminded him. The lower half of her face was now completely covered in runny chocolate.

Geth had the stuff all over his hands and arms from attempting to wipe it away.

Leven’s own nose began to drip slowly as Clover’s started to spurt chocolate out in a large brown arc. Clover spun and sprayed all of them.

“I got some in my mouth,” Leven yelled. “That is completely dis . . . actually, it’s really good.”

Geth was trying his best to look dignified while eating the chocolate running from his own nose. He was having a hard time pulling it off. Chocolate ran down Winter’s front and onto the trunk.

Leven slipped off the trunk, his own nose now blowing out chocolate.

“It’s delicious, but there’s too much!” Leven hollered.

Geth had it all the way down his cloak and Clover looked like a misshapen and melting chocolate Easter bunny. Winter slid off of the trunk and struggled to get up as chocolate covered the dirt floor like a wave of mud. Geth stepped out of the stone fire pit and lost his footing on the slippery floor. Chocolate was now blasting from Clover’s nose like small bombs. The chocolate hit the walls with large wet smacks.

“Turn the other way!” Winter yelled.

Leven held his hand over his nose, trying to stop it from flowing. It was a bad idea. He started to sniff and his head cocked back as a huge sneeze built up inside of him.

“No!” Geth yelled.

Leven blew. Chocolate spray painted the inside of the cottage. Geth and Winter, both covered in chocolate, glared at Leven—chocolate flowing from their own noses like water.

“Wow,” Clover said happily, chocolate splashing all over as he spoke. “You’d think it would have stopped by now.”

“Thanks a lot,” Winter yelled sloppily.

“I told you not to eat it,” Leven sputtered, chocolate filling his mouth.

“I was starving,” Winter gurgled.

A large rant opened the front door and stuck his head in. “What’s going . . .”

He looked at the huge mess and growled.

“Quick!” he yelled to the other rants outside.

The rant charged into the cottage with two more right behind him. The first one wrapped his arms around Geth and threw him to the floor.

Geth slipped out of the rant’s hold like a greased pig and
 tumbled into Leven. Another rant grabbed Winter’s wrist, but the slick chocolate allowed her to pull free without any problem.

Chocolate was shooting everywhere. The room looked like a
 celebration of mud.

“Get to Angus!” Geth yelled to Leven and Winter in semi-code, his mouth full of chocolate. “Get to where we last saw Angus.”

Two more rants entered the cottage and knocked Leven to the floor. Leven wriggled in the chocolate, spinning out from under them. He tried to stand but was grabbed at the ankle.

Leven sneezed again, blowing chocolate everywhere and blinding them all.

Geth got to his feet and pulled Winter across the room. He flung her in the direction of the open door. Winter bolted as two more rants raced in. She slipped between them like oil and squirted out into the open.

“Run!” Leven yelled after her.

The chocolate sticking to the heavy robes of the rants was making it almost impossible for them to fight with any effective style. A big rant with a huge left side of the head lunged at Leven. Clover took a fistful of the chocolate running from his nose and shoved it into the rant’s right eye. The rant screamed and missed Leven completely.

Geth picked up the trunk and threw it at two rants while running for the door. He made it out while knocking two more down onto the sloppy, slippery floor.

“After him!” one of the rants yelled. “Stop them!”

Leven grabbed the legs of a rant and quickly pulled himself up. The rant turned, and Leven kicked him as hard as he could in the thigh. The rant filled the room with obscenities.

Leven didn’t stick around to apologize; he ran towards the open door. He felt a kilve barely hit him across the back of his right
 shoulder. Clover jumped onto his neck, holding as tightly as his chocolate-covered hands would allow, his nose still running.

Leven burst into the forest. He could see no sign of other rants or of Winter or Geth. A kilve flew past his head like a spear, thrown by a rant just exiting the cottage. Leven ran up the path towards the cobblestone street. Behind him he could hear the sound of more rants struggling.

“Get him!” one yelled. “Get him!”

“They’re pretty mad,” Clover observed.

Leven dashed though the trees and out onto the cobblestone road. He slipped and scraped against the street. He could see blood mixing with chocolate on his forearm. He looked up and saw the rant emerging from the forest. Another kilve came flying towards Leven and whizzed past his right ear.

“Get up!” Clover yelled.

Leven begged his legs to lift him. He stood, the rants only a hundred feet away. Leven’s head was swimming, but he reached out and snatched the rope with his right hand. Then, as quietly as he could, he said, “Cusp Cove.”

Leven’s hand wove into the rope just as the rants reached him. He smiled and waved with his left hand.

The rants grabbed for him just as he was being pulled in. Luckily Leven was still covered in chocolate. The rants couldn’t get a grip, and Leven slipped away.
  

Chapter Thirteen

Dealing with Dolts
 

It was raining. Water was dripping from the night sky like heaven had gone on vacation and accidentally left the sprinklers running. Traffic was light and the Cozy Hide-a-Way motel was far from filled to capacity. In fact, only four of the twenty-four rooms were currently occupied: one by a lady who was in town to visit her dying friend, one by a man who had lived in the motel for almost a year now, one by Terry and Addy, and one by Dennis and Ezra.

Of course, at the moment, Dennis and Ezra’s room was empty while they hung out with Terry and Addy in theirs. It had taken a large heap of lying to get Addy to allow Dennis to come in. But Dennis, with the help of Ezra behind his ear, had told her that he was a doctor interviewing important locals. Addy claimed there was nobody more interesting or important than her Terry and let him enter.

“Nice room,” Dennis said.

“It’s just the reverse of yours,” Terry said, cracking open a beer. “Our microwave doesn’t work. Nineteen dollars a night and the microwave doesn’t work. We’re no better than some fifth-world country.”

“Terry loves geography,” Addy said.

Ezra whispered something insulting from behind Dennis’s ear.

“So you’re a doctor,” Addy continued. “Terry and I have never had much patience with the M.D. crowd—snooty, snooty people.”

“I’m not really that kind of doctor,” Dennis said. “I study things.”

“A thinker, huh?” Terry scowled. “Where’s the money in that? We could use a little money. My wife just lost her job, leaving us high and dry.”

“I’ve had a terrible pain in my back so I’m taking some time off,” Addy explained.

“You don’t fold napkins with your back,” Terry growled. “We needed that job.”

“Do you want me to walk out on you?” Addy asked. “Because I will.”

“Ah,” Terry waved. “Do whatever you want.”

“This man’s here to interview you and all you can talk about is me losing my job,” Addy harped. She turned to Dennis. “Will your article appear in the paper?”

“Of course,” Dennis said.

“I’m not surprised you’re interested,” Addy said. “Terry’s getting quite the following. It’s the robe.”

“Quiet, Addy,” Terry said.

“The robe?”
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“Found it with a metal detector,” Terry bragged. “Look at this.”

Terry stood up and closed his robe. He began to hover a couple of inches off of the ground.

Dennis was sincerely surprised.

“Don’t know how it works,” Terry said. “Addy tried it on and nothing. Can’t get it to do anything else. But I tell you what, people respect it. I’ve been collecting followers at the recreation center. People think I’m prophetish.”

“Plus it’s slimming,” Addy added.

“Quiet, Addy,” Terry said. “Always talking.”

“And I think it’s made him gentler,” she said, trying to make her fat face display a smile.

The TV was showing footage of avalands chasing a school bus somewhere in the state of Washington. A woman with tall hair was interviewing one of the children who had been on the bus. Terry turned down the volume.

“Can I ask you two fools a question?” Dennis said, repeating Ezra’s words without editing them.

“What?” Addy said, confused.

“ . . . Um, I mean, can I ask you a question?” Dennis corrected.

Terry sat back down, eyeing Dennis suspiciously.

“Did you ever know a simple garbage man?”

“Used to have one stop by our old home,” Terry said.

“Was he simple with a dumb hat?” Dennis asked, using Ezra’s words again.

“Never talked to him,” Addy said.

“But did a garbage man ever come and talk to you?” Dennis asked.

“I think that horrible man that was stalking us was a garbage man,” Addy said guardedly. “He came to visit us at the apartment we just got kicked out of—knocked right on the door and started asking all sorts of personal questions.”

“Like . . . ?”

“No, not at all,” Terry chimed in. “I didn’t care for him. He was looking for someone.”

“Who?”

“Listen,” Addy jumped in. “I’m a charitable woman when I need to be. I graciously took in my stepsister’s dirty child. The boy ran away and that trash man wanted to know where he went.”

“Where’d he go?”

“Who cares, we gave the boy everything and in return he ruined our life.” Terry swore. “Look where we live. I can’t even make popcorn.”

“Wow,” Dennis said for both himself and Ezra.

“It really is amazing how underappreciated we are,” Terry slurred.

“Was there something wooden by your old house?” Dennis asked.

“Nothing but a tree,” Terry said. “A dumb tree that I cut apart. Chopped it right up, then later it picks up our house and destroys it.”

Dennis put his hand up to his ear to hold back Ezra from showing himself and attacking Terry.

“What if I could tell you how to get back at the boy?” Dennis said.

“I’m listening,” Terry said.

“And possibly use your new robe to do some good,” Dennis added.

Terry and Addy stared at Dennis.

“I mean make some money and possibly . . . I can’t say that,” Dennis said to himself, refusing to repeat what Ezra was telling him to.

“What’s wrong?” Addy asked. “Your brain stop working?”

“Something like that,” Dennis said nervously.

“Keep talking,” Terry ordered. “Make some money and . . .”

“Possibly rule the world.” Dennis coughed.

Addy and Terry nodded with interest.

“What’s the catch?” Terry asked.

“Do you have a car?”

“You saw us pull up in it.”

“How about we take a long ride?”

“If we leave tonight we won’t have to pay next week’s rent,” Addy said.

“You’ll pay for the gas?” Terry asked suspiciously.

Dennis nodded.

“Pack up my underwear and socks, woman,” Terry said. “I’ll get my other pair of pants.”

Terry walked into the small closet and Addy stepped into the bathroom, gathering up all her cosmetics.

“Pleasant people,” Ezra whispered into Dennis’s ear. “They make you look intelligent.”

“Thanks,” Dennis mumbled.

“I can’t help it,” Ezra growled. “It’s the new me. I can’t stop myself from being nice.”

Dennis stood up, buttoned his lab coat, and pushed up his useless glasses on his nose. He looked into the mirror that hung on Terry and Addy’s wall.

“Even with the glasses you still look boring,” Ezra said.

“Thanks.”

“Again,” Ezra said. “Blame the new me.”
  

Chapter Fourteen

Untitled
 

Tim Tuttle was a fish out of water, or more specifically a man out of Reality. He had tested fate by swimming into the collapsing gateway that Sabine had built, and fate had snatched him into Foo.

He was now trying to adjust, but his mind was constantly preoccupied with the mistake he might have made by not minding his own business and leaving Winter to fend for herself. He had set out to help her, but clearly now he understood that things were far more complicated and unbelievable than he had anticipated. Tim was now more concerned with getting himself out of Foo than with finding Winter. Unfortunately, neither one of those tasks looked very plausible. If it had not been for his new sycophant, Swig, he would have felt so horrible he might have simply and spontaneously expired.

“Head still hurting?” Swig asked.

“A little,” Tim answered.

“It’s not far,” Swig said kindly. “The Sentinel Fields are just over that third mound. Can I rub your forehead for you?”

“I’m all right,” Tim said. “I’ve never had anyone so quick to take care of me. Don’t tell my wife I said that.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“I’m joking.”

Swig laughed. “You have a nice sense of humor, Tim.”

Tim rubbed his temples.

“I think I’ve made an awful mistake,” Tim said. “I should be home with my family.”

“I’m sorry,” Swig said softly. “It’s no secret how startling it is for nits to step into Foo. Only a few souls have ever stepped in and been instantly glad to be here.”

“I just don’t understand why Winter was in Reality.”

“According to all those you’ve talked to, she’s quite important,” Swig reminded Tim. “There must be a reason—a good reason—she was in Reality.”

“I should have just let things be.”

“Well,” Swig said, “if what we keep hearing is right, there might be a way to get back.”

“I hope so,” Tim remarked.

“If anyone will know it will be the armies of Azure,” Swig said cheerfully. “And we’ll be there momentarily.”

“So they want to get to Reality, right?” Tim asked.

“That’s what that large man with the dirty green hat said.”

Swig jumped onto Tim’s right shoulder and started whistling. Tim walked faster, climbing up and over a small hill and down through a shrub-laden valley. At the top of the next hill Tim stopped.

“Do you hear that?” Tim asked. “What is it, a river?”

“There’s no river up ahead,” Swig answered.

Tim began to walk faster. He ran down a grassy slope and hopped over a dry creek bed that was filled with goats and nervous, whining weeds.

The noise up ahead was growing louder.

“I think it’s people,” Swig said into Tim’s right ear. “Lots of people.”

Tim ran faster and then slowed. He came to a complete stop under a large, leafy fantrum tree. He breathed into his hands for three breaths and spoke.

“What if it’s people we don’t want to meet up with?” Tim huffed. “I’ve been here long enough to know that not everyone’s concerned with my well-being.”

“Hold on,” Swig said. “Stick here.”

Tim sat back against the tree and continued to calm his breathing. A large orange bickerwick skirted around the base of the tree. Having eaten one before, Tim knew how tasty they were. He picked it up, bit it in half, and swallowed. The strange fat bug tasted like toasted marshmallows.

“Good?” Swig asked, appearing on Tim’s left knee.

“Not bad.” Tim finished up his bite. “So what’d you see?”

“There’s a lot of people,” Swig reported. “Most of them look nice. I saw a couple of men who looked mean, and a woman with a really awful scowl. But everyone else seemed to be excited.”

“How many are there?”

“A dozen? Maybe more,” Swig said. “I’m not good at counting.”

“It’s not the most detailed scouting report, but it’ll have to do.”

Tim finished his bickerwick and stood up. Swig patted him on the back and moved onto his right shoulder.

“Feel better?” Swig asked.

Tim smiled. “You really are a remarkable breed.”

The noise of those gathered grew louder with each step Tim took. By the time he had crested the last hill he knew full well that there had to be more than a dozen people making so much noise.

Tim took off his ball cap and whistled. The Sentinel Fields were larger than any open space he had seen. The fields stretched on for hundreds of miles in every direction. Light purple stalks of grain with glowing tops blew beautifully all around and the sky here was a different color from the sky over Cusp.

“So, Swig,” Tim asked. “How many come in a dozen here?”

“About half a batch?”

“This is way more than half a batch of people.”

As far as Tim’s eyes could see there were beings and creatures filling Sentinel Fields. They were all organized in large square groups. Each group had a small tent in the center with a flag and everyone was dressed in blue robes.

“I told you I’m not very good at counting,” Swig apologized. “But see, there’s that lady with the scowl. Just like I said.”

Tim patted Swig on the head and walked down the steep slope and directly into the crowd. Not a single person even turned to acknowledge him. A troop of black skeletons wearing black bandannas and led by two giant avalands pushed through the crowd in front of Tim like some sort of science fiction parade. Tim gawked appropriately.

“I wish my boys could see this,” Tim said.

Tim stopped a short man with a friendly face covered in moles.

“Excuse me,” Tim asked. “Could you tell me who’s in charge here?”

“We all fight for our own freedom,” the dotted man answered. “But the rants hold the most passion in their hearts and Azure leads us.”

“Is Azure here?”

“It would be a great honor to lead you to him,” the mole-covered man said. “A great honor indeed. But Azure is gathering fighters in Cusp. If you wish to join us the rants will assist you.”

“Where are they?” Tim asked.

“See all those in the dark blue robes?”

Tim couldn’t miss them. There looked to be miles and miles of rants all organized in neat squares.

“All those behind the flags are rants,” the man said. “Join us and dream your own dreams.”

Tim thanked the man and then moved through groups of women cooking meals and men sharpening sticks. There was a large gathering of children sewing small pieces of blue cloth. Tim passed beings that looked to be on fire, beasts that he couldn’t have imagined if he had been forced to, and long green tents that were emitting sounds of snoring and chaos. Other tents were filled with piles of metal weapons.

“Just so you know, rants are sort of unstable,” Swig said.

“Unstable?” Tim asked.

“Sort of. Half of them is always in flux,” Swig explained. “They are weak and always halfway entwined with a dream from Reality. And the state of dreams in Reality is making them even less stable.”

“I’m just hoping their stable half will be able to help,” Tim said. “Maybe they know something that will . . .”

Tim stopped. He turned around, surveying the crowd.

“What?” Swig asked, invisible on Tim’s right shoulder. “You look startled.”

“Did you hear something?” Tim asked.

“I hear a lot of things,” Swig said. “What would you like me to hear?”

The sound rang out again.

“Like a screeching,” Tim said. “Someone screaming.”

“There’s so much talking and festivity,” Swig said.

Again Tim heard it and this time he could tell the direction it was coming from.

“Over there.” He pointed.

Tim stepped away from the rants and between two long tents.

“It’s a woman’s voice,” Tim said.

“Are you sure?” Swig asked. “It sounds like a goat.”

Down past a crowded cook site Tim spotted a large swatch of muted yellow in the middle of fifty or so burning beings. Tim rubbed his eyes.

“I must be wrong.”

“I can’t imagine that ever happening,” Swig cooed, attempting to be a perfect sycophant. “Your opinion is just as valid as any other.”

Tim’s stride became longer.

“I know that person.”

“The one with the goat scream?”

Tim began to push aside anyone in his way. He jumped over a long row of fallen trees and right into the group of burning beings. Without any breath left he stopped just behind the large woman in yellow. He reached out to tap her on the shoulder but his hand went right through her.

“Excuse me,” Tim coughed.

She didn’t turn around, but one of the burning creatures speaking to her was watching Tim curiously and casually pointed him out to her.

She turned, and right there, at that exact spot, Janet Frore received her fourth life-changing shock since being whisked into Foo.

“You,” she gasped.

“And you,” Tim gasped back.

Janet collapsed.

Nobody moved to help her, due to the fact that she was a whisp—but many gathered to watch. After all, it’s not every day you witness a whisp fainting.
  

Chapter Fifteen

Take Me There
 

There are so many fantastic things about Foo. The Cinder Depression when the avalands are stampeding at sunset. The Devil’s Spiral during the wettest seasons when the water shoots so high the mountains of Morfit can see it. The Green Pond when the blue frogs come out in full force and feed on the bit bugs nesting near the Sun River. But—I can’t stress this enough—none of those things compare to the tranquil beauty and awe of any single part of Sycophant Run.

Anyone who doubts the importance of saving true Foo need only spend an hour on Sycophant Run. Some say it has the feeling of how Foo once was and could still be. The kindness of the sycophants and the glorious feeling permeating the air are as powerful and contagious as any fatal disease.

Now, even in a state of concern, and with the possibility of war breaking out, the glad hearts of the sycophants kept Sycophant Run a place of hope. There was fear in the wind, but their hearts were continually hopeful.

Rast sat alone in the Chamber of Stars. The hollow tree was empty up to the tips of each bare branch. For those who were lucky enough to ever sit at the five-pointed table in the empty tree’s belly it was a marvel to behold. Looking up you could see thousands of tiny pinpoints of light. It felt like the middle of the universe and you were just lucky enough to be standing in it. The wind outside of the tree blew lightly, making the points of light dance in a cosmic fashion.

“Lilly,” Rast said to himself.

Rast had been unable to sleep for days. He worried about his daughter who had gone so far astray. He worried about the secret of their mortality being out there. And he worried that if Azure continued his quest to mesh Foo with Reality, eventually, no matter how hard they tried, the fight would come to Sycophant Run.

The light in the Chamber of Stars brightened and then dimmed as someone entered through the knothole.

“Rast,” the visitor called.

“Reed,” Rast said kindly. “I wasn’t sure if you’d come.”

“I wasn’t either.” Reed laughed uncomfortably.

“Are you ready?” Rast asked.

“You really think this is necessary?” Reed said. “Perhaps more thought and consideration is needed.”

“I have thought for many hours and days,” Rast answered softly. “I feel as if we are responsible to make sure.”

“Of what?” Reed asked. “We know it’s there.”

“The loss of our key weighs heavily on me,” Rast said. “It was our responsibility and we believed it was safe.”

“Lilly has a mind of her own,” Reed said kindly. “We cannot forget that the will of others is as precious as our own.”

“I feel it is our responsibility to make sure,” Rast said again. “We will travel there and back and sleep well because of it. We cannot have our people fight for something that might not be there any longer.”

“I won’t deny my anxiety,” Reed admitted.

“Nor mine,” Rast said. “You’ve told no one?”

“No one,” Reed said. “Still, I feel my brain arguing with my heart.”

“Opposition in all things,” Rast said. “How can we savor what we hold if we know we have no choice but to hold it?”

Rast stood and stretched his small body.

“Come, my friend.”

“I am old,” Reed said. “But my mind is as worried as a child’s.”

“Good,” Rast smiled. “It will keep us alert.”

Rast stepped back from the table and walked out of the tree.

Reed followed.

Outside, the day was near its zenith. Clouds slid through the purple sky like thick cream, leaving intricate patterns of white behind them. As usual the sound of laughter rang out somewhere on Sycophant Run. The lush grass covering the hill stood as tall as it could and a cluster of large flowers opened and closed like hungry baby birds, filling the air with an intoxicating scent.

They walked to a field of yellow boulders and stepped carefully into the center of the rock grouping. Rast bent over and shifted a stone. The rock moved, allowing Rast to extract a short loop of twine. Rast pulled and the ground opened up.

“We’ll be to the marsh shortly.”

Reed nodded and followed Rast into the tunnel, pulling the stones closed behind him. Rast tugged on a vine and the side of the tunnel pushed back, revealing a hidden cavern and two more tunnels.

“I didn’t even know this was here,” Reed remarked. “So many secrets in Foo.”

“This tunnel has never been a secret,” Rast said seriously. “It simply has been waiting to fulfill its purpose.”

Reed hefted his satchel up onto his small shoulder and followed eight paces behind Rast as they descended lower into the tunnel.
  

Chapter Sixteen

Hide-and-Eat
 

I have always loved secret passageways. What good is a home without a few hidden hallways and a couple of forgotten rooms? Sure, it might provide a roof overhead and a warm place to sleep, but with no mystery or surprise those things are far less enjoyable. I think anyone building a house who doesn’t include a hidden pole sliding down into a secret room is just plain crazy. Of course, sometimes hidden rooms take on a far different meaning. Sometimes hidden rooms are necessary to keep people safe and alive. I know the secret tunnels in my current residence have saved my life on a half dozen occasions. There aren’t a lot of homes with as many secret passages and rooms as the safe house in Cusp. It was in that house that Leven, Geth, Winter, and Clover had finally found temporary reprieve.

The house sat silhouetted against the large green moon, its high pitched roofline creating a gigantic “A.” Deep inside the house, in one of the many secret rooms, four tired Foo fighters were happy to finally be sitting down.

A shaggy purple rug twisted and wriggled around their feet, carefully massaging their tired soles. Leven could feel the soft strands of fabric brush and polish his toes.

“Nice rug,” Leven said.

“Yeah,” Clover agreed, lying on his back as the carpet rolled in waves beneath him.

“We were lucky,” Winter sighed. “To get out of there.”

“Oh,” Clover said. “I thought you meant we were lucky that the chocolate finally stopped flowing.”

“After two hours,” Leven complained. “My nostrils have never been this sore before.”

A large fire in a tall stone fireplace burned high and wide. The fire hummed and sang as it danced.

The foursome was safe in a warm house located in the middle of Cusp on the edge of the Canadian-influenced neighborhoods. It was a safe place that housed anyone who still believed and fought for the true Foo. The keeper of the large, three-story stone home was a man named Owen. The home looked relatively plain from outside, but on the inside all the walls and doors could shift and move as quickly and easily as the dreams coming in.

It had taken a couple of hours for the chocolate to stop running and a good twenty minutes after that to wash it all off on the edge of the Veil Sea. From there, stepping carefully, they had made their way by rope to the safe house. They were now resting in soft, high-backed chairs in front of a happy fire, drinking warm pear cider and awaiting a hot meal. The song the fire was currently humming reminded Leven of his life before Foo.

“Sometimes I really miss Reality,” Leven said.

“Is this about that soda stuff?” Clover asked.

“No,” Leven said. “I miss Oklahoma. You know, I used to wake up on our back porch and watch the sunrise. I mean, I like Foo’s, but there was something about the Oklahoma sun.”

“Yeah,” Geth said softly. “I remember some of the rainstorms. When I was a tree the rain would hit my higher branches and then bounce off and spatter against the lower ones. I know there was cold rain, but I remember it now as always being warm.”

“At night when Janet and Terry had locked me out on the porch, and after they had turned off the TV inside, it was so quiet,” Leven said. “I would listen to your branches blow and believe that there was good in the world somewhere.”

“I don’t know about Oklahoma,” Winter chimed in. “But in Iowa I used to love the way the day would settle on the horizon. It was like everything that had happened during the day would fall into the sunsets and disappear.”

“I liked the sticks and leaves,” Clover said. “Everywhere you went there were sticks and leaves and weeds just sitting there. Here, look at this.”

Clover pulled out a dead maple leaf from his void. He held it up and the fire backlit it, showing off every vein and detail. The fire began singing a song about trees. All three of them wanted to reach out and touch the leaf, but the scene was so serene that it felt wrong to do so.

Clover looked at all of them and rolled his eyes. “It’s just a leaf.”

“I don’t remember anything anymore,” Winter admitted. “Nothing, only my time in Reality waiting for you. When we first came back to Foo I could see bits and pieces of my other life here, but now, nothing.”

“So where would you rather be?” Leven asked.

“Careful,” Geth said. “That’s a dangerous thought.”

“I love Foo,” Winter said. “There’s a feeling here that’s much more intense than Reality. I know that if we were in Reality reminiscing about Foo my feeling would be even stronger.”

The fire harmonized.

“How about you, Geth?” Winter asked.

“Lithens aren’t big on reminiscing,” Geth reminded them. “But I remember wishing that every creature in Foo could feel and experience Reality so that they might better understand how important our task here is. As for where I would rather be, I know this is where fate has placed me. But I’ll tell you this: For the first time I believe that we will see Reality again.”

Leven and Winter stared at Geth as Owen came in and refilled their mugs with more cider. The top of Leven’s mug foamed and crackled.

“Dinner’s in ten minutes,” Owen said. “And you should know that the layout of the house has shifted since you’ve been here. The dining hall is now behind you and the hallway out of the door leads up, not down. We had visitors and I thought it best to keep you hidden. They had evil in their eyes.”

“Rants?” Geth asked.

Owen nodded. “We are always one of the first places they check.”

Owen was a cog. He had the clear markings of blue hands and an orange forehead. He was six feet tall and walked with a slightly hunched back. He had thin red hair and a thick brown beard. His eyes were blue with yellow-flecked centers. He had come from nit parents and had been passionately convinced that Foo needed to exist since as long as he could remember. He had worked for many years in the Cusp government, but now lived a peaceful and secretive life helping those he knew to be true to continuing the fight.

“Thank you again,” Geth said.

“To have a true lithen amongst us is an honor. And Leven and Winter—what a thrill,” Owen said, stepping back out of the room. “Stay put, they may return.”

The door shut softly.

“See Reality again?” Leven and Winter both said quickly, bringing Geth back to the topic he had started.

“The Dearth wants the soil of Reality,” Geth said. “If he can move out of the door, then he may be able to accomplish his desires.”

“Door?” Leven asked.

“There’s a permanent path into Reality,” Geth said. “There’s opposition in all things, and Foo has always had the potential to bleed out if evil had its way. Your grandfather found this out only after he had become the Want and long after he had created his own gateway. The gateway you destroyed was so Sabine and Azure and the Dearth couldn’t get out. The permanent door is known only by a few and guarded by millions.”

“It’s on Sycophant Run,” Leven whispered.

Geth nodded. “It’s also protected by stone surrounding its shore. There’s a fifty-mile-wide ring of hard stone that the Dearth cannot move through or make it across.”

“Wait a second,” Leven said excitedly. “But he’s moving the soil two directions.”

“What?” Winter asked.

“Remember, the dirt under the water’s going in two directions,” Leven said, standing up. “He must be moving towards Sycophant Run. They’re not going for gifts and the stones. It’s a trick while they create a way for the Dearth to get to Sycophant Run.”

“Tomorrow we stop Azure,” Geth said. “There’s no more time. Azure wants that key. The Dearth knows that whoever holds that key has the potential to lock him back up.”

“Well, can’t they just unlock him again?”

“Yes,” Geth said. “But it must take time for him to gain any real strength. He wants out of Foo and into the soil of Reality. That key has to stay out of his hands or none of our lives will be of value.”

Owen stepped in again.

“The house is shifting once more,” Owen whispered. “They’re here in force looking for you and the floor plan must be changed. Stay quiet. If you must escape, the door now leads down into the cellar and beneath the street.”

Owen stepped out.

“Does this mean we don’t get to eat?” Clover whispered.

“Quiet,” Geth said.

The sound of footsteps could be heard running overhead and down the back wall. Pounding echoed off one of the side walls as someone or something banged their fists.

Leven and Winter fell to the ground against the purple carpet—strands of yarn twisted up against them. They kept still, as if lying low might keep them hidden.

They heard rants hollering out orders through the wall. Their voices were muffled but strong.

“What happens if they get in?” Winter asked. “I’m not escaping by eating anything else Clover has.”

Clover materialized just so that he could look hurt.

“No offense,” Winter added.

Clover shivered and disappeared.

“We don’t even have our kilves,” Leven said.

Geth crouched down and held his finger to his lips. The wooden doorknob turned and clicked. Geth moved back behind one of the chairs as the fire chanted lowly,

“Closer, closer evil creeps from the soil dark and deep.”

Winter gave the fire a withering look.

The building creaked and rumbled while the door opened wider. Owen slipped in.

“Had the house not shifted it would have been a rant coming in,” he whispered. “Stay put.”

Owen was gone again.

“What kind of place is this?” Clover asked.

“And I thought the Want’s home was confusing,” Leven said.

“The Want’s home shifted due to dreams,” Geth said. “This home changes to deceive.”

The thundering sound of multiple feet running across the ceiling and descending down the wall could be heard. Everyone held their breath and pushed themselves closer to the floor. The thundering sound diminished until there was nothing but the pesky fire chanting,

“Light above and dark below—back to the dust we all must go.”

“What’s up with Owen’s fire?” Leven whispered. “I’ve never heard flame be so specific.”

The doorknob rattled once more. It turned and the door slowly swung open.

“It’s just me,” Owen alerted them. “They’ve gone, and they’re not happy.”

“Any sign of Azure?” Geth asked.

“No, only his rants.”

Everyone stood up and Clover materialized.

“Don’t dwell on the worrisome any longer,” Owen smiled. “You will eat and rest tonight and your minds should be occupied with thoughts that comfort you.”

Owen pulled the door open and two pretty cogs carrying large trays entered the room. They placed them on the round wooden table as two more, far less pretty, cogs came in with even larger trays of food. All four cogs arranged the food on the table as smells stronger than light swirled around the room and under everyone’s nose.

“That smells . . .” Winter’s mind failed to produce a word strong enough to explain how amazing it was.

“Our means are not endless,” Owen said. “But we wish to match the caliber of our guests.”

“Thank you, Owen,” Geth said nobly.

“Yes,” Leven added.

“Sit,” Owen insisted. “Sit and enjoy. I’ll have news for you as you digest.”

Winter almost trampled Geth as she made her way to the table. They all sat and began piling their porcelain plates with food as beautiful as it was aromatic. Leven loaded up on cream steaks and buttered carrots, while Winter went after the smoky breaded sheep and stacks of thick, fluffy wheat cakes dripping in creamy syrup.

“Save some for me,” Clover said needlessly, seeing how as each serving plate was depleted a cog would bring in another, piled high, to replace it.

Clover took handfuls of popped pastries and half a meat pie. He passed the other half to Geth, who was already downing a quarter of a loaf of bread covered in rich dark gravy and slices of peppered sheep.

“I never want to stop,” Leven said with a half-full mouth.

“Me neither,” Winter added, wiping syrup from her chin.

“Who says we have to?” Clover mumbled, shoving muffins and cookies into his void.

The fire had changed its tune and was now singing about the importance of friendship. None of them were listening; they were far too interested in what they were gobbling down.

Thirty minutes later Owen came back into the room. Everyone was reclining and moaning except Winter, who was still eating.

“I hope it was all to your liking?” Owen bowed.

“It was perfect,” Leven said, a crumb of bread sticking to his cheek.

Owen smiled, his orange forehead wrinkling.

“We have the information you requested,” Owen said.

Geth nodded.

“Azure will be attending the match tomorrow. He will be sitting in the Twit’s seats. He’s making an effort to be seen as a friend of Cusp in front of the crowd. Everyone within five hundred miles will be there. I should add that most of Cusp is only mildly bothered by Azure. A number of citizens find him and his ambition interesting, quirky even.”

“Interesting?” Winter said, disgusted. “It sure was interesting the way Azure tried to destroy us all.”

“Azure has also been spotted all over,” Owen said. “He has been busy. There are reports of him traveling the road between here and Fté. Also he has been seen in Morfit and all around Cusp.”

“How?”

“I’m not sure,” Owen said. “Those reports are not verified.”

“And the Dearth?” Geth asked.

“He has risen, but has not been spotted.”

Winter swallowed her last bite of scorched caramel pie.

Owen smiled again but then quickly looked sad. “Sleep—the door now leads to a top room with plenty of beds. The home will shift a number of times during the night. If trouble occurs, the window will always take you out. It’s probably best, however, to stay put until I retrieve you in the morning. There’s a washroom next to the room, but should that change, you’ll find a pot in your chambers. Sleep—a clear mind can be a terrific advantage.”

They all stood and followed the curiously self-assured cog out of the room and up the stairs.
  

Chapter Seventeen

Evil Is Always Dark at the Core
 

Standing tall is a very admirable thing. There are very few stories in history of heroes who slouched to the rescue. Likewise, most individuals don’t look up to people who are drooped over. I once heard a song that said something about standing for something or else falling for something else—the song made sense, I’m sure; I’ve just never been great with lyrics. The important thing is good posture. Since the dawn of time adults have been telling children to stand up straight, only to get old themselves and begin to walk with a stoop. We are born curled up, straighten out, and then end up with a hunch.

Fate is funny that way.

Of course, it could be argued that nobody slouched lower and yet had more power than the Dearth as he stood waiting inside the small tent in the open field miles outside of Cusp. His strength had grown and he was now able to stand on his feet and lift his head up when he spoke.

Azure entered the tent.

“You stand,” Azure flattered the Dearth.

“Of course, my strength’s coming quicker now. The key?”

The Dearth stretched out his long, dark right arm and opened his tar pit of a palm. Hundreds of black strings ran from his arm to the soil.

“I am close to finding it,” Azure said. “Dwell on the good: You are free and the war will soon be in full gear.”

The Dearth closed his open palm and lifted his head higher.

“You speak as if your words will comfort me,” he oozed. “I find no comfort in your mistake.”

“Nor do I,” Azure said sharply.

“Leven?”

“Waiting for your arrival.”

“I can’t feel him standing,” the Dearth hissed.

“He knows you are in the soil,” Azure said. “They step carefully, hoping to avoid you.”

The Dearth turned his dark, sticky head and smiled. His face looked like an oil slick on a dirty road.

“How amusing,” he spoke. “How can one hope to avoid the soil forever? Eventually all creatures must rest on the earth.”

Azure remained quiet.

“Where is he?” the Dearth asked.

“We have him,” Azure lied.

The Dearth turned to Azure and flicked out his long, scaly tongue. His tongue lashed Azure on the cheek near his bleeding ear. Azure winced, struggling to hold his temper against one as powerful as the Dearth.

“Do you think I cannot feel?” the Dearth cried.

“I . . .”

“You lie,” the Dearth spit, black juice running from his sticky mouth. “They are free, slipped though your fingers.”

“We will find them,” Azure insisted. “I have hundreds searching even now. It was a blessing that we had them momentarily.”

“Blessing?” the Dearth asked. “What a foolish word. Next you will speak of fate.”

“We will find him.”

“Of course you will,” the Dearth said. “Time cooperates?”

Azure nodded.

“Your ear still bleeds,” the Dearth tisked. “How can I trust you completely when you still battle your own self?”

“Don’t doubt my desire!” Azure shouted.

“So much passion,” the Dearth mocked. “Point that energy towards finding the key. After Cusp, it will be our only loose end. The troops are ready?”

“They move closer even now.”

The Dearth reached up and picked at his own face. He pulled a noodle-like strand of puss from his chin. The lengthy blemish fell to his dark shoulder and oozed into his skin.

“There’s word of a longing,” Azure said bravely.

“I’ve felt it,” the Dearth said. “So many hot tempers and emotions. Let’s see you use this to our advantage.”

“I will,” Azure committed.

“The battle for Cusp may be more heated than planned.”

“We will succeed with you beneath us,” Azure flattered.

The Dearth moaned and soaked up more soil into his being.

“I am still too weak to walk.”

“We will drag you with honor,” Azure said calmly.

“You speak so kindly now, but I know you are as dark and selfish as I.”

“I’m here only to serve.”

The Dearth coughed and choked, sending small wads of dirt and phlegm out over the room. Azure stared into the distance, trying to control his thoughts.

“The time’s finally coming,” the Dearth said happily as he fell back to the soil. “Fate’s time is up.”

“It’s a great day for Foo,” Azure said.

“It’s a final day for Foo,” the Dearth hissed.

Azure moved to pick up the Dearth.

“No,” the Dearth insisted. “I must speak with Leven first.”

“We’ll find him,” Azure argued, bothered by the subject.

“That won’t be necessary,” the Dearth bubbled. “Keep the fire burning out front. I want our visitor to be able to find us.”

“How is . . .”

“Leave me to correct what you have left dangling,” the Dearth scolded.

Azure nodded and stepped from the tent, fighting hard to control his own thoughts. He walked through the few rants surrounding the fire and past the wagon as it sat there drenched in moonlight. Azure climbed up a small dirt ridge and onto a fist-shaped stone outcrop that jutted out over a wide stream. Azure walked to the edge of the stone, stared up at the moons, and hissed like a hoarse wolf.

His mind began to race freely.

It was so exhausting to constantly keep his thoughts away from the Dearth. How satisfying it was to be able to think as he pleased. Azure thought of Sabine. He knew that for many years Sabine had operated under the influence of the Dearth. Azure marveled at Sabine’s strength to have endured it.

Azure thought of Reality. He thought of the power he would have and of the legions of followers he would control. He thought of the single key that Leven held and how he would gladly lock the Dearth back up himself once he had used his power to destroy the sycophants and find the way out. Then Azure would control everyone and everything he pleased.

Azure turned and lifted his head again to the moonlight.
  

Chapter Eighteen

Pulling Back the Curtain
 

The black asphalt highway stretched forward forever, looking as if it ran directly into the future. The landscape on both sides of the road was brown, with lighter shades of tan accenting the occasional patch of sagebrush and tumbleweeds. The sun was just beginning to tilt downward, creating short, stubby shadows that in time would be stretched out properly.

Addy was asleep in the backseat, her large bulk spread out over both seats. Her relaxed body jiggled slightly as the speeding car vibrated. Terry was at the wheel driving, his right cheek filled with sunflower seeds. He lifted a Styrofoam cup to spit out one of the shells. He set down the cup and fiddled with the radio. There were no clear stations. And all static-filled stations were going on and on about the world falling apart and clouds and bugs attacking everywhere.

“Do you think you could turn it down?” Dennis asked.

Dennis sat in the passenger’s seat looking out the side window. He still wore the white lab coat and fake glasses. Ezra was tucked behind his right ear snoring softly.

Terry turned up the static.

“Seriously,” Dennis said. “It’s just noise.”

“Well, maybe I like noise!” Terry shouted.

Dennis rolled down his window, letting the wind blow forcefully through the car. Ezra flew into the backseat, landing in Janet’s bag of half-eaten Cheetos. He opened his eye and then went back to sleep.

“Close your window!” Terry ordered.

“No radio,” Dennis said, enjoying the feeling of speaking his mind.

Terry flipped off the radio and Dennis rolled up the window.

“This is just about the ugliest piece of earth I’ve ever seen,” Terry whined. “I’m glad it’s not a part of my country.”

“New Mexico is part of your country,” Dennis pointed out.

“Right,” Terry said sarcastically.

“So tell me about that robe,” Dennis asked. “What’s with it?”

“It’s mine,” Terry said defensively.

“I’m not looking to take it,” Dennis said calmly.

“Where are we going, anyway?” Terry bellyached. “I’m sick of driving. Look at this place, nothing but dirt and more dirt.”

“I don’t think it’s too much farther.”

“So there’s going to be money, right?”

Dennis nodded. “And what about this boy, Leven?”

“What about him?” Terry asked. “My sister’s half-sister dies while giving birth to him and we take him in. I don’t remember much about him growing up. I remember I never really liked his name. I always thought he should be called Dirk. But people never listen to me. He was a quiet kid—didn’t eat much. Then he ruined our lives.”

“How?”

“Look at me!” Terry yelled. “I’m in a car with a stranger driving someplace I don’t think I’ll be happy to arrive at.”

“Did he ever talk about a place called Foo?”

“I don’t know what he talked about,” Terry said. “Addy did all the child rearing.”

“But your house was frozen?”

“The trailer wasn’t even paid off.”

“How could he have done that?” Dennis asked. “Don’t you wonder why you can float and how all that happened?”

“I was never good with biology.”

“What about all the things happening in the world?”

“Things?” Terry questioned. “Like the Super Bowl?”

“No, things like on the radio and TV. Things like those dirt creatures and bugs that pick people up. Or what about those tornadoes and clouds that attack people?”

“I don’t pay much attention to politics,” Terry confessed.

“You haven’t seen the news?” Dennis asked. “You haven’t seen pictures of buildings moving and airplanes being turned upside down?”

“I’ve seen some stuff,” Terry admitted.

“What if I told you I know what’s happening,” Dennis said. “And that Leven’s involved.”

“I’d tell you I’m listening,” Terry answered. “At least until we get decent radio reception again.”

“Well,” Dennis said. “Here’s what I know and why I believe you might be the right person to tell the world about it.”

Terry spit the rest of his sunflower seeds into the cup and placed it between his legs.

“Go on,” he signaled.

Dennis began to spill it all, and for the first time in Terry’s life he really listened. Dennis told him why buildings were moving and planes were being turned upside down. He told him about bugs that can carry people and things called avalands. He told him about Foo and how he had spent weeks in Germany trying to build a gateway. He told him about Sabine and how meshing Foo with Reality would bring great powers—powers much like those woven into the robe Terry was now wearing. He told him what he knew about Leven and Winter.

“Is that why my house froze?” Terry snapped.

“Most likely,” Dennis said.

“Children have no sense of responsibility.”

Dennis told Terry everything except for the part about Ezra. Terry just sat there digesting the information and staring into the distance while driving.

“It’s a lot to think about,” Dennis admitted.

Terry was still silent.

“There’s more,” Dennis finally said. “I didn’t find this all out on my own. I had help.”

“Who?”

“He’s actually here with us now. His name is Ezra.”

“Is he like the Force or something?” Terry whispered nervously.

“No—he’s right here in the car.”

Terry looked around suspiciously. “Is this one of those hidden camera shows?”

“No.”

“Then you must be out of your mind,” Terry complained angrily. “No, I take that back, I must be out of my mind. Believing you and falling for this Foo junk.”

Terry slammed on the brakes and the car skidded off the road, coming to a stop in a tremendous cloud of dust on the dirt shoulder. Addy was thrown forward onto the floor behind the front seats. Her impact into the seat backs knocked Terry and Dennis into the dashboard and sent the bag of Cheetos flying into Dennis’s lap.

“Get out,” Terry said. “No, give me your money and then get out, Mr. Make Believe.”

“What’s going on?” Addy screamed, trying to pull herself out of the floor space she was wedged into.

“This loon is trying to take us for a ride,” Terry yelled. “And I just now came to my senses.”

“No,” Dennis said. “I’m not—”

“Ahhhhhhhhhhh!” Addy screamed directly into Dennis’s ear as she leaned over the front seat. “What’s that?”

Addy pointed to the dashboard where Ezra was now poised. He was standing as tall as he could, his plastic purple hair wriggling and his green nail-polished body shining under the light of the sun. Ezra was tiny, but he would have looked almost impressive if it had not been for the Cheeto he had stuck around his torso.

Terry reached out as if to flick Ezra away.

“No,” Dennis said, hitting Terry’s arm. “That’s Ezra.”

Terry pulled his arm back and grimaced.

“I don’t know if I should feel better or worse,” Terry whispered.

“What’s going on?” Addy snapped. “One minute I’m sleeping peacefully and the next moment I’m thrown around and looking at a toothpick.”

“Way to sum things up,” Ezra sniffed while trying to push the Cheeto down from his middle.

“Here,” Dennis said, picking up Ezra. “I’ll get that off.”

“No,” Ezra complained. “I can . . .”

“Just let me pull it . . . there.”

“Would you get your . . .”

Dennis set Ezra back on the dashboard. Ezra cleared his throat and repositioned his feet to steady himself.

“I seen a lot of things,” Terry said quietly. “A lady next door to us had a dog with two tails. But I never seen a thing like that. Is it real?”

“Is it real?” Ezra said, disgusted. “Have you bathed recently?”

“Can I touch it?” Addy asked Dennis.

“If you’d like your eye pierced,” Ezra growled. “And don’t think for a moment that Mr. Boring here’s the one you should ask permission from.”

“Terry and Addy,” Dennis said graciously, “I’d like to introduce you to Ezra. He was once a part of your tree.”

“The same tree that messed with my house?” Terry asked, making fists with his hands.

“That was Geth then,” Ezra spit. “If it had been just me I would have burned the place down.”

“How rude,” Addy said.

“With you in it,” Ezra added.

Terry smiled and then tried to look mad.

“So this Foo place is real?” Terry asked.

“Six words strung together clearly. That’s probably close to a record for you,” Ezra sniffed. “Yes, Foo is real, and if you listen to what we say you’ll be the one to inform the world and profit from it.”

“We’re not taking orders from a toothpick,” Addy barked.

“Hush,” Terry said. “Hear the man out.”

“Man?” Addy ground her teeth. “It’s a sliver of wood.”

“I know it’s a lot to take in,” Dennis tried. “But it’s true.”

“Thank you, white bread,” Ezra said. “Now could we get moving?”

Terry put the car into drive and slowly eased back onto the road.

“And if the large one in the back can stay quiet for a bit, I’ve got some things to say,” Ezra declared.

Addy started to talk but Terry signaled her to stop.

“She’ll be quiet,” he said.

“I most certainly will not,” Addy snipped.

“Do you want to be rich?” Terry asked.

Terry, Addy, and Dennis were quiet as Ezra paced back and forth across the dashboard telling them all they would need to know to help bring Foo to Reality. He explained his vision for Terry and the part he thought he should play. And he talked quite passionately about how excited he was going to be to finally pay back Geth for what he had done to him. Ezra then cackled and laughed until everyone in the car was either uncomfortable or deeply concerned.
  

Chapter Nineteen

There Is No “I” in Abduct
 

Nobody enjoys lifting heavy things. If you meet people who claim they do, they are either not telling the truth, or they are part of a confused group of people whom someone should keep a close eye on. Who in his right mind lines up for the chance to heft a piano or a safe filled with gold bricks?

Not me.

Of course, I would rather lift a car above my head than carry the heavy feeling Brindle was holding while working his way through the Invisible Village.

Halfway across the valley Brindle could hardly remember his name, much less the reason he had come. He kept running up against obstacles he couldn’t see and people who were even more depressed and confused than he was.

After getting trapped for over an hour in what must have been a courtyard, Brindle finally found a wide road that went straight for more than three hundred feet. He almost felt a bit of hope—almost. But then he hit another wall and simply didn’t have the will to find a way around it.

Brindle fell to the ground and crossed his small legs. More than anything he wanted to be back on Sycophant Run laughing and feeling good, but he couldn’t shake the heavy feeling holding him in place.

A sad-looking, skinny nit stuck in a second-story room paced back and forth right above Brindle. The nit had long, dirty hair and an unshaven face. He was wearing wide striped pants and a green, ratty vest. Brindle looked up and called out to him.

“Hello?”

The nit looked down and sighed.

“Hello,” he called back, his voice muffled by the invisible walls and floor he was having to talk down through.

“Are you okay?” Brindle asked.

“Is anyone here okay?” he answered.

“Are you stuck?”

“I can’t find the door out,” the skinny nit said. “There’s a window but I’m scared to jump.”

“You should just—”

“Don’t talk to him,” a new voice interrupted. “He’s a stupid nit who was foolish enough to step up into an unknown room.”

Brindle turned to face the direction the voice had come from.

“Who said that?” Brindle asked.

“Excuse me?” the voice asked back. “Just who are you?”

“The name’s Brindle. I’m a sycophant.”

“I can see that,” the voice snipped. “I hate sycophants.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I’m looking for . . .” Brindle couldn’t clear his head to remember his mission.

“I’ve heard what you’re looking for,” the voice said. “Why?”

“If you tell me what I’m looking for I’ll see if I can remember why,” Brindle said.

“You’re looking for a white sycophant.”

“That’s right . . . Lilly,” Brindle said in a fog.

“Why?”

“Her father,” Brindle said. “He needs her.”

There was silence for a few moments. Brindle looked above him and could see right up the skinny nit’s nose. The nit was kneeling on the second floor trying to hear what was being said.

“He needs her to come home,” Brindle clarified.

“When has my father ever needed me?” Lilly said, materializing, her voice angry. “He’s a foolish sycophant who lives by the rules of a backward tradition.”

“Lilly!” Brindle gasped.

“Of course,” she answered. “How stupid he is to think you can come fetch me. I am not at his beck and call. I’d sooner burn the whole of Sycophant Run than return.”

Lilly was no more than twelve inches tall, but her leafy ears gave her a couple more inches of height. She was completely white and wore a pale yellow robe with blue on the edges. Her green eyes were wide and wet around the rim. She looked like a friendly stuffed animal, not a threat to anyone.

“If you won’t return, then what of the key?” Brindle asked.

“Oh,” Lilly sniffed. “That makes much more sense. He wants the key. I knew he didn’t want me.”

“He wants you, but if you refuse to come, at least give us the key.”

“What a thick breed,” Lilly said. “I don’t have it.”

“You took it.”

“Brilliant deduction,” Lilly said. “But I . . .”

Lilly couldn’t finish her own words, her emotion slipping up into her throat.

“Gave it to Winter,” Brindle finished for her.
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“Don’t say her name!” Lilly screamed, scratching at her own ears. “Don’t ever say that name around me.”

“She has returned,” Brindle said.

“I know that,” Lilly said impatiently. “The whole of Foo felt the Lore Coil she set off.”

“She’ll want to see you,” Brindle said.

“How dare you,” Lilly spit. “How dare you lie to me? How could you know that?”

“She was your burn.”

“She abandoned me,” Lilly snapped. “Set me down and walked away.”

“I don’t know her reasons,” Brindle said. “But I know she fights for . . .”

“You know nothing,” Lilly yelled.

“Come with me,” Brindle said, his strength building as he argued. “You can find her. Besides, what have you here but misery?”

“You have no idea what I have,” Lilly snapped. “And you are as big a fool as my father if you think I would ever come with you. She left me, and every sycophant I have ever met answers in the same way: It’s fate.”

Brindle looked around and sighed.

“Isn’t that what you believe?” Lilly challenged hatefully.

“I believe your father loves you,” Brindle replied.

“Then you’re a half-wit with far more heart than brain,” Lilly seethed. “I will never return. Not even to die. My bones will rest here.”

“I am sorry for your hurt,” Brindle said sadly.

“You know nothing about me,” Lilly snapped.

Brindle looked around at the Invisible Village.

“Perhaps you’re right.” Brindle gave in. “Can you lead me out?”

“I’m inclined to let you rot,” she said. “But I would loathe running into you ever again. If I lead you out, will you leave for good?”

“Get me out of this valley and I promise I’ll never come back,” Brindle said.

“Come,” Lilly growled.

“Can I follow?” the skinny nit above shouted.

Lilly turned and started to walk away. Brindle looked up at the man and shrugged.

“If you can get out,” Brindle yelled. “You can follow.”

The man frantically raced around the upstairs room looking for the door. Unable to find it, he jumped out of the upstairs window and fell down to the ground a few feet away from Brindle. His shoulder snapped but he jumped up, too afraid of being left behind to complain.

Lilly wound through the Invisible Village as if she could see every wall and road. Brindle and the nit followed her, trying hard to make sure they were always only a few steps behind.

“How do you know the way?” Brindle asked.

“I’ve had years to map it out,” Lilly called back. “I’ve seen it covered in snow many times. Now stop talking.”

“Why’s it invisible?”

“Stop talking,” she growled.

It took over an hour to walk back across the valley and up to the ivy-covered cliff side Brindle had first come down. Lilly stopped just below the cliffs.

“There,” she pointed. “Go straight up and over and you will be out of the village. Don’t come back.”

The skinny nit pushed past both of them laughing with glee. He ran up the path and into the cliffs towards freedom.

“Thanks,” Brindle said. “Can I tell your father anything?”

“You can do what you please,” Lilly sneered. “I personally prefer he think me dead. I want no part of any of it or any of you.”

Brindle stuck out his hand to shake Lilly’s good-bye. Lilly put out her hand without thinking and as quick as a snake Brindle grabbed her wrist and bit down.

Lilly had no time to react. She looked at Brindle with surprise and then collapsed into a small heap on the ground.

“Sorry,” Brindle whispered sincerely. “But he said I could bite you.”

Brindle picked up Lilly and slung her over his shoulder. He then slowly hiked up into the cliffs and over the path, happiness returning to his heart with each step he took.
  

Chapter Twenty

Not Everyone’s Attractive
 

My favorite number is thirteen—I don’t know why, it just always has been. I can’t remember ever preferring another number more. Sure, seven’s okay, but I’m most happy with thirteen. If I have to pick a number between one and twenty I’m going to pick thirteen. If I were a race-car driver I’d have the number thirteen painted on my car. And if I were a world-famous football player my jersey would have thirteen on the back of it. True, I’ll most likely never be a race-car driver or a famous football player, but it’s still a great number. Of course, some people think there’s something wrong with the number thirteen. Most hotels don’t have a thirteenth floor simply because people are superstitious about it. I know a man who won’t go out on the thirteenth of each month and a lady who will never buy any groceries that expire on the thirteenth.

People are different.

For example, I learned while wearing a costume and playing cards that Leven’s favorite number is eleven, and the Dearth likes thirty-two. Of course, at the moment neither one of them were thinking about their favorite numbers. The Dearth was thinking about Leven while Leven was wondering how in the world anyone could have designed a bed as comfortable as the one he was lying on.

The beds in the safe house were made from the feathers of Tea birds and air-filled shavings of gunt. The mattresses were covered in material that the Children of the Sewn had made from the remnants of the softest and lightest dreams. To Leven it felt like sleeping on a cloud that was lying in a hammock that was propped up by marshmallows.

There were twelve (one less than thirteen) of the soft beds lining the edges of the room. The walls were covered in thick, green, velvet wallpaper, and small wooden shelves hung every three feet. On each shelf a fat orange candle with a yellow flame burned upward. The ceiling was a web of small twigs strung together with black twine and ivy, and the single large window was propped open to let the soft breeze drift in.

Leven, Geth, and Clover picked beds near the window, while Winter took the largest one on the opposite side of the room.

“What’s the deal with these beds?” Leven slurred, his face resting against a giant pillow.

“I don’t know, I’m already asleep,” Clover mumbled back.

“It’s like heaven,” Winter called from across the room. “Except softer.”

Geth was snoring lightly.

“He never snored as a toothpick,” Clover complained, switching beds to be one farther away from Geth.

“He’s probably dreaming about Phoebe,” Leven said groggily.

“She was pretty,” Clover whispered.

“I guess she . . .”

Leven fell asleep mid-sentence. His mind relaxed as thick waves of light rolled through his brain. He could see spots of blue blending with triangles of orange and pink. Leven could see Terry and Addy yelling at him. Addy was wearing her sweats and had a green night masque spread on her face. Leven could see Oklahoma and feel the wind blowing across the prairie and over his arms and face.

As Leven’s body sunk further into the bed, his dreams became stronger and more vivid. He could see his grandfather the Want and his wrinkled, shriveled-up eyes. He could see Clover clinging to the bottom of his bed, and Winter freezing Brick and Glen, the bullies from his old school. Leven could also see Geth as a tall tree, his branches long and twisting in the blue sky.

“What do you see?” his old neighbor asked him in his dream. She was an elderly woman wearing a ratty bathrobe and plastic curlers in her hair. In Reality she had never even spoken to Leven. Now, her voice was soothing and full of concern. She touched Leven’s arm.

“What do you see, Leven?”

Leven wanted to speak, but he couldn’t move his mouth.

“Stand up, Leven,” she said. “Come with me.”

Leven felt himself standing in his sleep, his mind cloudy and confused. He moved across the room, opened the window,
 and, without stopping, crawled out. He dropped ten feet and crashed to the soft ground, still asleep.

“Get up,” his neighbor prodded kindly.

Leven stood, his eyes closed and his mind not his own. The sky was windy and the night was cold and black.

“Leeeeven,” the wind howled.

Clover dropped from out of the window and onto Leven’s shoulder.

“What are you doing out here?” Clover asked. “There could be rants.”

The streets were completely dark and empty. Leven opened his eyes, but he was still fast asleep.

“Well, maybe there’s none now, but they could come back,” Clover insisted. “Wait a second, are you still sleeping?”

Leven didn’t answer. Clover waved his hand in front of Leven’s eyes. The glow from Leven’s gold eyes shone against Clover’s tiny hands.

“Leeeeven,” the soil whispered.

Leven mechanically patted Clover on the head.

“You’re sleeping,” Clover deduced.

The soil whispered again. Leven looked up at Clover.

“I need to go somewhere,” Leven said foggily.

“Where?”

“Far,” Leven slurred. “Fast.”

“I know how you can get there fast,” Clover said excitedly.

Leven looked at Clover, his eyes glowing but glazed. Clover took out a long tube with an orange wrapper. The wrapper read Lofty Toffee, and it had a gold star on it that exclaimed, “You’ll feel lighter than air!” On the back of the tube a slogan was printed: “One bite and you’ll take flight.”

The soil whispered again and in his dream Leven saw his neighbor stick out her hand and wave him closer.

Leven reached for the candy.

Clover handed it to him. “You probably should be awake before you eat that stuff. Candy can be tricky enough if you are alert. But of course if you were awake you’d probably say no.”

Leven was too busy listening to the soil to hear Clover. He opened the tube without looking at it.

“Stay here,” he told Clover listlessly.

“No way,” Clover said. “Last time I shirked my job you took a ride in the Devil’s Spiral without me. Besides, you’re sleeping and won’t remember telling me to stay.”

Leven took a huge handful of the buttery-smelling candy and handed it back to Clover. Clover took a few pieces for himself and then wrapped it back up and put it away. Leven flipped his handful of Lofty Toffee into his mouth and chewed.

Leven stood there asleep, seeing images in his head and trying to wake up his mind enough to talk to Clover. He could feel his body fizzing and then, like an elevator dropping, he plummeted downward. Before he hit the ground the wind picked up his pieces and blew him up over the homes. He was a million pieces of fluffy toffee being swept up over Foo.

The sensation was dreamlike and thrilling. Leven couldn’t tell if he was awake or asleep. His arms and legs were snapping and cracking like Pop-Rocks in a wet mouth. He could feel his breath being stolen and then pumped quickly back into his lungs. His vision was similar to that of a fly; he could see hundreds of images in multiple directions. Leven tried to speak, but his mouth was as hollow and silent as a vacuum.

His body spun farther up and raced through dark clouds, moisture clinging to the tiny bits of him. His body felt empty but his heart felt like a ball being lobbed through the air.

“Leven.”

His body followed the voice. He descended, rose up again, and then drifted down above a field of full-grown tavel. He twisted in and out of the tavel stalks and then blew through the opening of a tent and down onto a floor of clean dirt.

Leven felt his body gel as he fell into a sleeping heap on the cold ground. He lay there silently for a few moments and then began to moan.

“Leeven,” a voice whispered, interrupting his moaning.

Leven slowly opened his eyes. He closed them again and slept.

“Leven.”

“What?” Leven mumbled, his eyes still closed.

“Leven.”

The chilling voice pierced Leven’s soul. He opened his eyes in a panic. His heart suddenly raced and he could feel that something was terribly wrong.

The smell of buttery toffee filled his nostrils.

He sat up and looked around. It was pitch-black, but as Leven turned his head, his eyes shone dimly. The room looked empty, and he could feel the cold dirt underneath him.

“Clover?” he called out.

There was no answer.

“Geth? Winter?”

“They’re not here,” a voice in the dark whispered slowly.

Every hair on Leven’s neck stood at attention. Leven sat up and scooted backwards.

“It’s just you and I,” the voice said dryly.

“Who are you?” Leven asked.

There was a soft, disturbing laugh. “I believe you know exactly who I am.”

Leven looked as hard as he could toward the voice. His gold eyes burned brighter and gave the room a faint definition.

“Who are you?”

“Don’t insult me,” the voice said.

“The Dearth?”

“See, you do know me.”

“Am I still in the house?” Leven asked.

“No,” the Dearth replied.

The soil sizzled and hissed. A short rant entered the tent carrying a small lamp. He placed the lamp down in front of the Dearth and left.

The Dearth had his back turned and was slumped over. Leven could see the Dearth’s spine and his spindly shoulders. His tarlike skin bubbled in spots. Small bits of hair were growing out of the back of his dark head and there was a long swath of brown fabric wrapped around the Dearth’s waist.

Leven scanned the room but could see nothing else.

“Would you like to go back?” the Dearth asked, still facing the opposite direction.

“I’m not sure what you mean,” Leven said honestly.

“Yes,” the Dearth said. “You could go back to Reality, or back to Geth.”

“Either of those would be fine,” Leven said, his heart pounding in his throat.

“I should thank you—you’ve helped our cause by letting the longing loose,” the Dearth hissed.

“It wasn’t meant to help you,” Leven insisted.

“Don’t be angry,” the Dearth said. “Someday you’ll come to understand how what we seek is truly the greater good. Had you met up with Sabine before Geth you might very well be fighting for us.”

“I would never fight with Sabine.”

“Never’s a long time,” the Dearth said. “You say Sabine is bad, but at the instruction of a soul such as Geth you have killed Sabine, and Jamoon, and now you seek to do me harm.”

“I fight for Foo,” Leven said, trying to keep his thoughts to himself. “I am a part of this now.”

“How nice,” the Dearth said.

“Why am I here?”

“You give some beings hope,” the Dearth said. “And that just won’t do.”

“What?”

“Hope is a poison and I wish to put an end to every bit of it.”

“How can you say that?”

The Dearth turned around slowly. The features of his face were prominent. His eyes bubbled and his mouth was a black hole. His forehead looked like a sticky wad of rot with a couple dozen bristly hairs growing out of it. He stuck out his tongue.

Leven gagged.

The Dearth’s tongue was a thin, decaying rope of black. He whipped his tongue around and then retracted it slowly, flecks of it dusting off as he did so. He looked closely at Leven.

“Such strong eyes,” the Dearth gurgled. “Such strong, bright eyes. And sadly I can see the confidence of Geth in the way you sit. Such a useless breed, the lithens are. Poor Azure has to redeem an entire race.”

“I would do anything Geth asked,” Leven said boldly. “And your words mean nothing to me.”

The Dearth’s tongue extended and withdrew. Scaly pieces of tongue drifted down through the air.

“Why am I here?” Leven demanded again.

“Well, Leven, I plan to kill you,” the Dearth said calmly.

“Is that supposed to scare me?”

“You asked,” the Dearth hissed. “I told you.”

“How did I get here?”

“You blew in,” the Dearth answered. “Do you know what I am?”

“I already answered that.”

“No,” the Dearth said, breathing strong. “Not my name. Do you know what I am?”

“I don’t care.”

“I think you should,” the Dearth said acridly. “You see, I am the life force beneath the soil. I have been around since the creation of Foo, and each dirty soul buried at death becomes a part of me. How quickly they realized my true desires and locked me away. The keys kept me trapped—a prisoner beneath the soil. But truth be shared, I would still not have been able to rise had not so many hearts turned dark.”

Leven was silent.

“Now I want Reality. I want the power to be whole in Reality. I want to take what’s here and create something better there. I want what’s mine, Leven.”

The Dearth paused as if for dramatic effect.

“Am I supposed to clap?” Leven asked. “You won’t succeed.”

“You know, I worried about that as well,” the Dearth said icily. “It seems that as long as the sycophants live freely, as long as they can perch on someone’s shoulder and tell them what they can be, hope will always linger. And as long as they keep me from their shores, I am trapped. But I am happy to say that the sycophants are no longer a problem.”

Leven opened his mouth to speak, but the Dearth had other ideas. Strands of darkness snaked across the ground toward Leven. The darkness slipped up his legs and wrapped around him like a boa constrictor. Leven tried to scream, but the blackness was pushing up against the bottom of his chin and choking the air out of him. Leven tore at the strands with his hands as more of the Dearth’s strings shot over and wrapped around his arms.

The Dearth pulled Leven up onto his feet and dragged him closer. Leven struggled for breath as the Dearth smiled at him. The tip of his decaying tongue whipped up against Leven’s right cheek.

“The time for hope and dreams is dying,” the Dearth moaned mockingly, his dark eyes boring deep into Leven. “And there is no fate strong enough to save you.”

The strands of black tore at Leven, pulling his skin and stretching him. He could feel his ribs being pulled apart. The Dearth’s tongue lashed out at Leven’s face again, and his rank breath made Leven’s sight go black.

“Your time is . . .” the Dearth stopped talking. His eyes became as wide as prunes and he held Leven back to stare at him. “It’s not possible.”

Leven gasped desperately for air, his body being squeezed to death.

“The Want?”

The Dearth held Leven back even farther. He released his grip on Leven’s neck and began to tremble, his body jiggling like mud.

“How?”

“I can’t breathe,” Leven gasped.

The Dearth loosened his grip around Leven’s chest.

“That’s impossible,” the Dearth said. “How can you be the Want?”

Leven’s eyes burned and he could see right through the Dearth. He could see the hundreds of dark veins and pitch-black organs. He saw the Dearth’s raisin-sized heart beating weakly. The Dearth’s body began to shake and rumble. He set Leven down and retracted the black strands.

Leven stood up straight, breathing in deep and rubbing his neck and arms.

“For someone who’s been in Foo for so long,” Leven said, “you should know that impossible is not a word we have to submit to.”

The Dearth was shaking uncontrollably. “You killed the Want?”

“By accident,” Leven said.

“He was your relative?”

“My grandfather.”

The Dearth began to moan and scream. He tilted back his sticky head and howled. His body dripped and ran, pooling up black
 puddles all over the tent.

“Now might be a good time to get out of here,” Clover whispered into Leven’s ear.

“You’re here?” Leven said, surprised.

“Of course,” Clover said. “Now get out.”

Leven dashed towards the door of the tent, pushed it open, and burst out. A handful of rants were standing around a fire in the distance. They spotted Leven and instantly gave chase.

“Run!” Clover yelled.

“Thanks for the suggestion!” Leven yelled back.

Leven ran into the field of tavel as fast as he could. He pushed the stalks of purple and green aside, taking steps twice as long as his normal gait.

“They’re coming fast!” Clover screamed. “And there’s a ton of them.”

“Where were you?” Leven yelled back.

“I was there the whole time,” Clover answered. “I just thought it might be smart to stay hidden. I was just about to save you when he let go.”

“Right,” Leven called back.

“You can thank me later.”

Leven tore through the tavel, the sound of angry rants close behind him and swatches of growth snapping under his step. A large moon was sliding down the far side of the dark sky and Leven could see nothing but the high stalks of tavel for miles and miles.

“I don’t know where I’m going,” Leven admitted. “I don’t know where I am.”

“Who cares?” Clover screamed. “Just go.”

“He didn’t seem too happy about me being the Want,” Leven hollered.

“People like that are always miserable.”

Leven turned and ran between two tight lines of tavel. He slipped down behind one of the rows and rolled to the ground.

“What are you doing?” Clover whispered.

“Shhhh,” Leven said quickly.

The rants were systematically pushing through the tavel searching for Leven. They swore and hollered, slicing at the tall stalks with their kilves. Two ran past them, their feet kicking dust up into Leven’s face.

Leven could feel the dirt beneath him moaning in confusion.

“We’ve got to get moving,” Leven said. “Find some stone.”

“That way,” Clover pointed.

Leven stood and ran in the direction Clover had pointed. The growing tavel was so thick he could barely push through it. Leven’s movement attracted the attention of the rants and they shouted to follow after him. The moon held its height in the sky, curious as to what was happening.

“Where’s the stone?” Leven yelled as Clover held tightly to his neck.

“I don’t know,” Clover answered.

“But you said this way.”

“I thought one of us should make a decision.”

The rants were all behind them, running in a line. Leven turned and headed towards the direction of the moon.

“How did we get here anyway?” Leven asked.

“Candy.”

“You’re joking.”

“No.”

“Do you have more?”

“Yes, but the wind will just blow us back to that ugly guy,” Clover yelled. “What’s the deal with his hair? It’s gross.”

“You’re obsessed with people’s hair,” Leven yelled back. “Find some stone. I can still hear him hissing beneath us.”

“What are you going to do?” Clover screamed. “Stand on a rock while they tackle you?”

Leven zipped down another row of tavel, looking for any sign of some way out. The rows went on for miles with no hint of a break. Leven could see a rant pushing through the tavel and coming at him from the side. The stalks of grain rolled up and down as he got closer, reminding Leven of the avalands that had chased Winter and him on the Oklahoma prairie.

Another rant was closing in from the left. Leven’s legs popped and burned like hot oil, his lungs exhausted.

“Please,” Leven pleaded, begging his gift to kick in. “Please.”

“I’m not sure good manners are going to help us right now,” Clover yelled. “In fact, you might try swearing.”

Leven could hear rants right behind him, swinging their kilves. He could feel the wind from their movement, and they had apparently taken Clover’s advice about swearing.

Leven couldn’t breathe. His side was cramped and each step felt like a blow to the kidney.

“Please,” Leven whispered.

His gift didn’t kick in, but the ground beneath him began to rise. Leven stumbled, but caught his stride as the ground lifted.

“What’s happening?” Clover yelled. “You’re wobbly.”

“The ground’s lifting.”

“Avalands!” Clover yelled.

The avaland beneath Leven was huge. Its back was covered with tavel stalks and its body was stony. The avaland rose above the ground running, its huge dirt legs thundering across the field.
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Leven could feel the avaland’s simple thoughts. He knelt down on the back of the charging beast and grabbed onto two of the stalks of growing tavel.

“Faster,” Leven commanded.

The avaland moved even quicker. A kilve shot past Leven and pierced the avaland’s back. The avaland bucked and thundered faster, leaving the rants chasing after them and buried in dust.

“Which way is Cusp?” Leven yelled.

“Head towards the smallest moon,” Clover answered.

Leven shifted his grip and the avaland turned slightly, heading directly towards the smallest moon in the sky.

“How can you control this thing?” Clover shouted.

“I don’t know,” Leven shouted back. “I can feel what it’s thinking.”

“You’re like a black skeleton,” Clover said. “Cool. Captain Black.”

“It’s Leven,” Leven smiled.

“Dirt Jockey?” Clover tried.

“Leven.”

“All right,” Clover said. “I’ll keep trying.”

The avaland’s huge feet pounded the ground, streaking across the field. Leven felt free and powerful, a sensation he had not had much experience with. The evil of the Dearth was fresh in his mind, but he had seen through the evil and now knew that victory for Foo was just as close as the possible defeat.

The avaland brought Leven and Clover all the way to the edge of Cusp. From there they rode the ropes back to the safe house. Owen was more than a little surprised to have them knocking on his door so late.

“But I thought you were sleeping,” Owen said.

“Apparently I sleepwalk,” Leven explained.

“Would you like a room with no window?” Owen asked.

“No,” Leven answered. “I don’t think it will happen again.”

Owen led Leven and Clover back to the room. They had to take three different flights of stairs and cross through more than two dozen rooms.

“I don’t know how you ever find your way around,” Leven said.

“It takes some time to learn,” Owen smiled.

Once Leven reached his room he woke up Geth and sat on the edge of his bed to fill him in. Geth’s blond hair was a tangled mess, and his speech was tired, but his eyes still looked excited.

“He let you get away?” Geth said, surprised.

“I think he was confused by me being the Want,” Leven explained, drinking a glass of warm milk that Owen had set out.

“He’ll seek you even more now.”

“I could see right through him at one point,” Leven said. “It was as if his whole inside was known to me.”

“How far was he?”

“Pretty far,” Leven said. “We traveled a long distance on the avaland.”

“And Azure?”

“I didn’t see him at all,” Leven answered. “But I have no memory of traveling there. He could have met me and led me into the tent for all I know.”

“He’s supposed to be at the Meadows tomorrow,” Geth said. “Let’s hope he’s still there.”

“I don’t like the Dearth, Geth,” Leven said solemnly. “It’s even worse than Sabine or Azure. He looks like the kind of thing you’d find in a haunted cellar. I’d love to not have to meet up with him again.”

“I wish that were possible,” Geth said.

“Me too,” Clover said, materializing. “He was really unattractive.”

“Well, you should sleep now,” Geth said.

“I’d love to,” Leven said tiredly.

“I’ll lock the window,” Clover volunteered.

“We’ll head to the Meadows as soon as we awake,” Geth said. “Tomorrow could be a big day for Foo.”

Geth said a few other things, but Leven only heard a couple of them. The warm milk began to take effect and he quickly fell fast asleep.
  

Chapter Twenty-One

Shatterball
 

The rope ride to the Meadows, where the shatterball tournament was taking place, was quick and crowded. Leven could feel hundreds of other passengers weaving through him as he spun along. He was ejected at the back side of the Meadows near a row of quaint brownstones. Winter shot out right after Leven, and seconds later Geth was standing there patting himself down to see if all of him had made it.

“So many people traveling,” Geth said. “I was certain I’d come out with extra pieces.”

Clover held up a string. “Do you think this is something important?”

“Let’s hope it’s just string,” Leven said.

People were popping out of the rope at a rapid rate. The four of them moved out of the way and across the wide cobblestone street. They walked between two tall brownstones and out to the Meadows.

“Wow,” Winter said in awe.

On the other side of a wide dirt road stood a lush green field larger than most cities. The field was covered with hundreds of thousands of people and small booths selling food and assorted shatterball paraphernalia. There were trees and shrubs and numerous stone walls that sectioned off smaller areas within the Meadows. In the sky hundreds of hot-air balloons drifted and in the center of the Meadows four monstrous trees towered above everything. The four trees were spaced out like the corners of a large square and each was at least two hundred feet high.

“Keep your heads low,” Geth warned. “Walk on stone. The longer we stay unnoticed the better. Avoid all rants. Azure wants that key, but if things turn bad he might decide it’s best to just kill us on the spot.”

“Nice,” Leven smiled.

“What if he disappears again?” Winter asked. “We should probably split up so we can spot him from more places.”

“Okay,” Geth said. “Winter and I will approach him from behind; Leven, you move at him from the other side. I know your gift’s not working, but if it kicks in we could use the help.”

“Let’s hope it does,” Leven said.

Winter and Geth stood up and, walking on a short stone wall, moved towards a large rock archway that spanned the entrance to the Meadows. The archway was covered with beautiful small flowers that opened and closed like blinking Christmas lights.

Leven followed them at a safe distance. He saw them reach the archway. A sign above the gate read:

Use of all gifts prohibited on the Meadows unless instructed.

A large cog with a wrinkled orange forehead held out his blue palm to stop Geth and Winter as they tried to enter.

“Waiver?” he questioned.

“We have none,” Geth replied. “But we have this.”

Geth pulled out a small sack of money and handed it to the cog.

“I figure it’s enough to take care of us and the nit coming in behind us,” Geth said kindly.

The cog looked back in Leven’s direction. He hefted the money and surveyed the scene for anyone watching him.

“What do I care?” the cog finally said. “Put your kilves in the bins and move in.”

Geth and Winter retrieved their kilves from behind their backs and placed them into one of the wooden barrels next to the archway. They slipped through the stone gate and into the crowd. A few moments later Leven moved to the archway. He put his kilve in one of the barrels and waved at the cog. He was motioned through without a single word exchanged.

“Tight security,” Clover whispered.

Leven pulled the hood of his cloak up over his head and moved to the edge of the massive crowd.

The Meadows were like heaven, but with noise and bugs. The venue and the location were as perfect as any outdoor creation could be. The hundreds of hot-air balloons were hovering at different levels, their flames sounding out as they moved sideways across the sky. Above the balloons was a fat layer of gray hazen. The clouds rumbled and shook as small lines of light sizzled through them. The ground was covered with hordes of carts selling almost anything you could imagine and thousands of couples walking hand in hand or professing their love.

“Head to the tall trees,” Clover whispered in Leven’s ear.

Leven pushed through the lovesick crowd. His eyes were focused straight ahead, searching for any sign of Azure. The trees got closer and larger. Leven walked through a second gate sectioning off some stone bleachers. He looked up and stopped.

“What’s that?” Leven asked in awe.

“That’s the arena.”

Hanging in the center of the trees, filling most of the space between them, was a gigantic glass sphere. It looked as large as a small moon and glowed slightly purple. The glass sphere was suspended by four huge branches, one from each of the four trees. The branches wrapped around the bottom of the sphere and kept the entire glass structure floating almost twenty feet off of the ground. The field beneath the hanging sphere was barren aside from a few hundred pieces of litter that spectators had thrown down from the seating. The rest of the four trees’ branches were filled with assorted spectators waiting to watch the match.

“Impressive,” Leven said, momentarily forgetting that he was there for anything besides gawking. “It’s huge.”

“Over six stories high and wide,” Clover said. “It’s made out of gunt. They heat it and stretch it to form. It takes months and many craftsmen to create each one. They’re a work of art.”

“Can they break?”

“If the game’s a good one.”

The glass sphere appeared to be completely sealed except for one large hole in the bottom and a tiny one up top. Inside the glass eight robed nits stood around the hole. Four of the nits were in blue robes and four were in orange. The whole thing looked like a giant glass planet with people standing in it.

“What do they do?” Leven asked. “The people inside?”

“The blues are called Pidgins and the orange players are called Pawns. The Pidgins are from Morfit. The Pawns are from Cusp,” Clover whispered. “You’ll see them move when it starts up.”

“Is one color better than the other?”

“Always go with orange,” Clover lectured. “Blue obviously has something to hide.”

“Really?”

“I don’t know,” Clover admitted. “But if it were true it’d be interesting. I’m just never going to root for Morfit. Not after being there. Besides, that Johnny Chapman is so smug and he’s their team captain.”

“And you don’t like him?”

“I just think that long hair and a bad attitude don’t necessarily make you cool.”

Leven patted Clover on the head.

A large musical band made up of nits and cogs sat around the bases of two of the humongous trees. The band members were holding a wide assortment of unusual wooden instruments and drums. A whistle blew and the band began to play. The pounding of the drums was so loud that the glass sphere above began to vibrate.

The music was intoxicating and made Leven miss Winter.

Leven could see a section of tent-covered seats over at the far end of the littered field. Sitting in the middle seat was a tall man in a blue robe. Leven was too far away to see him clearly, but he knew it was Azure. Leven watched Azure whisper to someone short who was next to him.

“Do you see Geth and Winter?” Leven asked Clover.

Another loud whistle sounded and the men inside the glass steadied themselves. Everyone looked up.

“Here it comes,” Clover said, not answering Leven’s question.

The crowd began to chant and scream, drowning out the music. Some threw small white balls at the glass court. The tiny hollow balls bounced off, falling to the littered field beneath.

“We should get closer to Azure,” Leven said.

“Wait,” Clover insisted. “It’s starting.”

Three men in white robes walked into the center of the littered field below.

The crowd cheered.

“Those are the officials,” Clover said. “They’re also nits with the gift of flight.”

One of the officials blew a whistle and all three flew up from the ground. One flew to the top of the glass sphere. The other two flew slowly around, circling the huge ball, their eyes focused on the players inside.

The official on top pulled a black ball the size of an orange out of his robe. Leven could barely see it from where he stood.

“That’s the pit,” Clover explained.

The official held the pit above the small hole at the very top of the sphere. The hole was just a few inches wider than the ball. The crowd began to count down from ten. The Pidgins and Pawns inside slowly began to fly around in circles.

The official dropped the black pit and it fell through the small hole down into the sphere. It bounced with a piercing twang against the bottom near the large hole. The pit ricocheted wildly inside of the glass court. The players flew around, knocking into one another and maneuvering for the pit. They were incredibly fluid and zipped around each other in mesmerizing and skilled motions.

Leven couldn’t take his eyes off of them.

“I wish I could fly,” Leven said.

“Me too,” Clover replied. “I’m tired of you just walking.”

“So what are they trying to do?” Leven asked.

“They grab the pit and push it back up into the top hole while trying to shove their opponents down through the bottom hole. They can’t touch the glass unless they are shoved into it. If they touch it themselves the other team gets a point.”

“How does it end?”

“When the sphere is shattered or there’s only one player left inside. If the sphere breaks when a team slams an opponent against it, that team wins. It can get pretty intense. Sometimes the spheres are so strong the game lasts for hours. No one is allowed out unless they are thrown out or they’re the last player.”

Leven watched a Pidgin slam a Pawn and send him hurling across the court. The orange Pawn hit the wall and slid down the side. He fell limply through the hole and out of the sphere, flailing wildly as he dropped the twenty feet down to the littered field below.

“When they fall out they’re not allowed to fly to stop their fall.”

“Brutal,” Leven said.

“Yeah, I usually watch that part with my hands over my eyes. Sometimes they break arms and legs as they hit the ground.”

The crowd threw white balls at the poor player who had just dropped out.

Inside the sphere a Pawn flew into a Pidgin and pushed him violently into the glass.

The spectators cheered riotously.

“Everyone’s pretty pumped up,” Clover noted.

Two blue Pidgins spun up around a Pawn. The orange Pawn grabbed the black pit as it bounced off the wall. He shot up and shoved it through the small hole in the top. The small pit hovered above the sphere until the official grabbed it and inspected it.

The official looked at the pit and then raised a finger on his right hand.

The crowd roared.

The official dropped the black pit back down into the court and blew his whistle.

Leven watched the pit bounce around. One player grabbed it and his opponent hit up against him, smacking it out of his hands. A Pawn then threw a Pidgin into the wall and the Pidgin slid down and dropped out of the hole. The movement was jarring and felt spliced together.

“Did you see that?” Leven asked.

“See what?”

“There was . . . something happened.”

“Yeah, the Pawns are winning,” Clover said. “Did you see how dumb that guy looked falling out?”

“No,” Leven said. “Something happened.”

“That’s what keeps people’s attention,” Clover said slowly. “It’s called a game.”

Another Pidgin flew into a Pawn and grabbed him by one arm and one leg. He spun him around and threw him against the glass, where he hit headfirst and slid down out of the hole. He fell to the ground with a great thud, grass and litter exploding as he landed.

“There it was again,” Leven said. “Did you see that?”

“I told you I put my hands over my eyes when people fall.”

Leven looked in Azure’s direction. Azure sat calmly watching the game.

“I think we need to find Geth,” Leven said urgently. “Something’s happening.”

The Pawns scored and the crowd was whipped up into a messy frenzy. Spectators threw hundreds of little white balls up against the glass court. The clicking of the balls combined with the screaming was deafening.

Leven moved along the back of the stone bleachers and pushed through the crowd looking for Geth and Winter.

“What’s wrong with you?” Clover asked.

“I think I’m going mad,” Leven said.

“I had an uncle who did that,” Clover said. “Now he makes rugs.”

“Great.”

The Pawns scored again as they sent another Pidgin down the hole and onto the littered field. Leven felt it again.

“Can’t you feel that?”

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” Clover said. “Does the game make you nervous? I mean, it’s a contest, there has to be a winner and loser.”

“Find Geth,” Leven said. “Find him and get me to him.”

Leven’s forehead was wet with perspiration. He stopped and watched the glass sphere. A large Pidgin thrust the smallest Pawn into the wall. The entire glass ball swayed. Leven could see the beginning of a crack where the hit had occurred. It slowly began to lengthen. The crack paused and then continued sideways, sounding like dry bones shattering.

Leven closed his eyes. There was nothing but darkness. He pulled the hood of his cloak tighter over his head and breathed deeply.

Nothing but darkness.

He threw his hood back down and sucked in some air. The chanting of the crowd felt like a fist repeatedly pounding Leven’s chest. The spectators’ emotions were out of control.

Leven opened his eyes and the entire scene went quiet. He could see everyone still shouting, but he couldn’t hear any of them. He blinked and the noise was back.

A hand grabbed Leven on the neck and spun him around. Leven threw his hands up as if to push back.

“Lev,” Winter said, “what’s wrong with you? You’re sweating like mad.”

“I don’t know what’s wrong! Where’s Geth?” Leven said frantically.

“He’s . . .”

“Just take me.”

Winter pulled Leven by the hand and wove through the thick throngs of enthusiastic fans.

“Did Clover find you?” Leven yelled.

“Of course,” Clover said, from on top of Leven’s head. “Do you still feel like my uncle?”

“Something’s going on,” Leven shouted to Winter as she led the way. “Time’s not acting right.”

Leven slammed into a tall cog carrying three glasses of pink ale. The liquid seemed to freeze in time and then in an instant it blew out all over the crowd.

“Sorry,” Winter said as they continued to rush through.

“I don’t understand what’s happening,” Clover said.

“Time’s messed up,” Leven said.

Geth was standing behind a short stone wall that was blocking the tents from the field. Leven stumbled into him.

“What is it?” Geth asked, holding him up. “You’re as white as gunt.”

“Something’s happening,” Leven whispered fiercely. “I’m not sure, but I feel like someone’s picking away bits of my time.”

“I don’t understand,” Geth replied.

The Pidgins scored and the place erupted in cheers. Thousands of white balls were thrown up against the sphere.

“Watch,” Leven said, pointing to the glass ball.

Two players slammed up against the inside of the court and the beginning of a new crack was born.

“I don’t see what you’re saying.” Geth looked concerned.

“Time’s stopping and starting or something,” Leven insisted. “I don’t know how, but I can feel it.”

For the first time ever Leven saw a wave of fear cross Geth’s face. Geth turned to look in Azure’s direction.

“What is it?” Winter asked.

The Pidgins scored as the Pawns lost another player.

“There,” Geth pointed. “The man with his cloak pulled up, sitting behind Azure.”

A short robed being leaned into Azure and whispered something. Geth could see a smear of blue beneath the man’s nose.

“Azure is stopping Time,” Geth said.

“He can do that?” Leven asked, scared.

“He’s done it before.”

“I felt this way at Far Hall,” Leven said.

“That’s how he disappeared,” Geth said.

“But why is he stopping it now?” Winter asked frantically.

“I’m not sure.”

“It just stopped again,” Leven said.

“For how long?” Geth asked.

“I have no idea,” Leven admitted. “But it’s not for brief moments. It feels long.”

“How long?” Winter repeated.

“I don’t know,” Leven insisted.

“Maybe that’s why I feel so hungry,” Clover said, trying really hard to sound concerned.

“It doesn’t work that way,” Geth said. “He’s doing something with that time. While we all sit here he’s setting up our demise. It must be the Dearth. He’s buying the Dearth time.”

“I figure he’s stopped it at least six times so far,” Leven said. “For how long I’m not sure.”

They moved along the back of the stone wall.

Two players slammed into the inside wall of the sphere and a loud, cracking noise began to chirp like an alarm.

The fans were whipped up and frothy.

“He’s stopped it again,” Leven whispered fiercely.

“We could lose days just trying to get to him,” Winter pointed out.

“Just keep moving,” Geth insisted. “It’s all we can do.”

Leven knew that what seemed like a short walk could take weeks to complete.

“Want me to mess with him?” Clover whispered into Leven’s ear. “I can get there faster than you.”

Leven nodded.

“But be careful.”

“Of course,” Clover smiled, having no idea what he was really stepping into.
  

Chapter Twenty-Two

Coming to an Uncomfortable Understanding
 

Tim bent down and tried to help Janet up. Unfortunately, she was a whisp and there was nothing to hold onto to help up. He tried again, but achieved the same results.

“She’s not there,” Tim said, amazed. “I can’t pick her up.”

The echoes surrounding Tim laughed.

“What happened?” Swig asked.

“I think she fainted,” Tim said.

A tall, fiery being knelt by Tim and gazed compassionately at Janet. Tim looked at him and contemplated screaming and running away.

“She’ll be fine,” the being said. “She’s very resilient.”

Tim was speechless. His brilliant mind was still trying to comprehend the environment and creatures he was now a part of.

“I am Osck,” the tall being said.

“I’m Tim.” Tim extended his hand.

“I have no use for that,” Osck said. “I’ve my own.”

Osck showed Tim both his hands.

“You have something on your head,” Osck observed.

Tim touched his ball cap, staring curiously.

“Look,” Osck said. “She’s beautiful even when silent.”

Tim looked around, wondering who he was talking about.

“Oh, her?” he said, pointing to Janet.

“Yes,” Osck said. “You know each other?”

“She was the mother of a girl I’m looking for,” Tim said.

“Yes, she has spoken about a girl,” Osck said. “Her eyes get smeared and interesting when she does.”

Janet began to stir. She was wearing an old yellow housedress with faded red flowers on the front. It looked like the same outfit she had been wearing when Tim had last seen her. Her hair was loose, and her face looked far more relaxed than Tim remembered. Her heavy body seemed less bulky as a whisp.

Janet blinked and smiled at Osck. She sat up and made eye contact with Tim. Once again she gasped.

“How can you be here?” Janet screeched.

Osck looked at her like she had just done something beautiful.

“I’m not sure how I got here myself,” Tim replied.

“Are you whole?” Janet reached out. Her hand passed right through Tim’s arm.

Osck touched Tim on the shoulder.

“He’s a nit,” Osck said. “Are you here to fight the battle with us?”

“I’m here to find Winter,” Tim said, looking at Janet.

Janet put her hand to her mouth. “How’s that possible? Winter’s here?”

“I think so,” Tim said softly.

Janet began to cry.

“I like how she looks when she does that,” Osck pointed.

Swig was invisible and sitting on Tim’s shoulder. He laughed at Osck’s words.

“You were asking about Winter when I last saw you in Reality,” Janet said. “When I sent you away.”

“And I’ve been searching for her ever since.”

Janet looked like she had been punched in the face.

“And I did nothing,” she mourned.

“Yet,” Osck said comfortingly, “that’s the thing about possibilities. They are always around.”

“Apparently Winter’s well-known here,” Tim said to Janet. “A lot of people in Cusp have heard of her. They say she’s fighting the war. I was hoping she might be here.”

“I don’t understand,” Janet said. “How could they know her?”

“She’s from Foo.”

Janet closed her brown eyes and then opened them slowly.

“She’s a nit, isn’t she?” Janet asked. “She froze my hair once.”

“She has frozen a number of things,” Tim said. “My hope was to find her and make sure she was safe. Now, however, I’m not certain I can even save myself.”

“You must march with us, then,” Osck said passionately. “Azure’s army has room for all who want their freedom.”

“March?”

“Today we begin the hard march into Cusp,” Osck said. “Once Cusp is taken we will be one step closer to finding a way out of Foo.”

“Is that possible?”

“Azure promises it is,” Osck said. “Then Janet and I will be together. She will be whole and I will reflect her. So will you march?”

“I’m not sure,” Tim said.

“And I’m not leaving without Winter,” Janet insisted. “I turned my back on her once, but not again.”

“What’s in the other direction?” Tim pointed to the far horizon.

“The Swollen Forest,” Osck said. “And Morfit is back a bit where the sky is black.”

“Could Winter be there?” Tim asked.

Osck shrugged. Fiery streaks of light raced through his veins, and Tim could see his own reflection in Osck’s shoulder.

“I don’t know where Winter is,” Osck pointed out naively. “But your chance for reunion is best if Azure succeeds.”

“I’ve heard both good and bad about Azure,” Tim said. “A lot of people in Cusp fear him and think he’s misguided.”

“Most in Cusp fear the possibilities Azure promises,” Osck said firmly, his ears burning like red-hot flames. “Azure promises multiple gifts and freedom for all. The day’s coming when we will dream our own dreams. March with us.”

“I will until I discover that Winter’s somewhere else,” Tim said. “I’ve got to finish this.”

“Same here,” Janet said passionately.

“What of us?” Osck said sadly.

“Osck,” Janet said tenderly, “I will never be truly whole until I have found her and told her I’m sorry.”

“Then we will find her,” Osck said. “And we will be one of those groups.”

“Groups?” Tim asked.

“Where there’s people who live in a house.”

“A family?” Tim smiled.

“Yes,” Osck said. “What about you, Tim? Do you live in a house with people?”

Tim nodded.

“Do they all wear things on their heads?”

“Just me,” Tim said.

“Would it be possible for you to stand so that I can reflect the top of you?” Osck asked. “The top of your head is fascinating.”

Tim took off his ball cap. He looked at it in his hands. He had tucked it into his pocket before he had been snatched into Foo. He had gotten it years ago from his wife, Wendy. She insisted it wasn’t because he was going bald, but because the sun can be harmful to people with large foreheads. The front of the cap had a picture of a bulldog on it.

Tim stared at the hat for a few seconds. He handed it to Osck.

Osck squinted and stepped back.

“No,” Tim said. “I want you to have it.”

“But I don’t have one to give you,” Osck pointed out.

“Will you help me . . . us . . . find Winter?”

“Of course.”

Tim held the hat out further.

Osck took it carefully. He looked at the bulldog and turned the hat around in his hands. He placed it on his head and smiled. His smile turned his ears red, causing them to spark up. The hat caught fire and in two seconds it was nothing but ashes.

“Thank you,” Osck said as ashes drifted off of him. “Your head looked better when you were wearing it. That’s quite a sacrifice.”

“I’ve got to be dreaming,” Tim murmured to himself.

“You’re not,” Swig whispered back from the back of Tim’s neck. “Are you sure you want to join up with all these people?”

“I’m not sure of anything anymore,” Tim said quietly.

“Are you hungry?” Osck asked.

Osck walked Tim over to one of the cooking circles and loaded him up with a plate full of gravy-covered sheep, stick-beaten potatoes, and a large mug of rich, cold milk. With a full stomach things seemed much less worrisome but just as unbelievable.
  

Chapter Twenty-Three

Blue Hole Lake
 

In most of America fall was getting long in the tooth and large bits of winter could be felt in the early mornings and late at night. But in Santa Rosa, New Mexico, the weather was still warm enough for the inhabitants to wear shorts and sandals.

It was early morning, and the mild chill of a new day was beginning to slide off of visitors and settle only in the cold ground beneath their feet.

Santa Rosa was waking up. Of course, the small town would never really get all the way up. The best it could hope for was a slouch. It was a lazy spot with brown homes and buildings that sat on the edge of dirt roads like boxy spotted frogs. There were a few paved roads and only a couple of restaurants that looked as if they wouldn’t pass a board of health inspection. Interstate 40 cut through the middle of the town and most cars traveling the freeway were content to just keep on going.

Dusty, faded signs and billboards touted Santa Rosa as the diving capital of the Southwest. The claim seemed absurd, since the town was landlocked and barren, but thanks to some extraordinary sinkholes filled with water, numerous divers would come and practice their skills in Santa Rosa.

The most famous sinkhole was called Blue Hole Lake. It wasn’t much larger than a community pool, but it was over eighty feet deep. It was an artesian spring that pumped more than three thousand gallons a minute of water up and then downstream. On a day when few scuba divers were practicing in it, the water was so clear it was said you could spot a nickel on the bottom of the lake from up top.

The small lake was surrounded by a short brick wall on two sides and a high stone cliff at the back. There were some stairs at the front for people who preferred to walk carefully into the lake and a cement platform off the north wall that allowed the less cautious to dive in. A couple of worn picnic tables sat near a dive shop that, on its best days, didn’t look like much more than an abandoned building.

“Not much of a town,” Dennis said, taking in his surroundings. “There doesn’t look to be a single building that couldn’t use some repair.”

“Thanks for the commentary,” Ezra said.

“It’s just so brown,” Dennis added. “Remember Germany?”

“No,” Ezra mocked. “I’ve completely forgotten what happened to me just a short while ago. I’m so stupid that I have no memory of an entire country or that we were just there.”

Dennis shook his shaved head and mumbled something under his breath.

“Smart retort, baldy,” Ezra snickered.

“You realize I could just flick you out into the water and never have to bother with you again?” Dennis asked.

“You realize that even though you’ve become more assertive, your IQ hasn’t risen a bit?”

Dennis held Ezra with two fingers and positioned his other hand to flick him.

“Frightening,” Ezra yawned. “Where’s that round woman, Addy?”

“Buying food.”

“There’s a shocker.”

Ezra and Dennis had gotten to town the night before and rented a room at a motel called the Tower, with maroon doors and weekly rates.

Terry and Addy had their own room next door. The confused couple were still trying to digest all the new information that Ezra had given them. The idea of Foo is not always easy to take in. Especially for people with small, unimaginative, selfish brains like Terry and Addy.

“So you’re sure this is it?” Dennis said, pointing at Blue Hole Lake.

“I hate answering pointless questions the first time,” Ezra scolded. “And here you are asking for the tenth time. Yes, I’m sure it’s it.”

“And there’s a hole down there beneath that grate?”

“That’s what that web site said,” Ezra answered, defeated. “There are two grates, actually.”

“The water’s so clear.”

Dennis was correct in his description. The water in Blue Hole Lake was crystal clear and the temperature stayed at a consistent sixty-three degrees. There was a large grate at the bottom of the lake covering the natural spring. The sides of the lake were rocky and sloped inward like an upside-down bell. The web site also talked about the hidden caves and openings beneath the lake under the grates.

Two divers were currently in the water practicing their diving skills. Every few moments a fistful of bubbles would percolate to the surface. The parking lot next to the lake was almost empty. A couple of tourists walked around taking pictures and commenting on how beautiful the water was.

“There’s no way we could swim down through that grate without being seen,” Dennis whispered. “Besides, it’s gotta be sealed closed.”

“You have no vision,” Ezra said. “By the time we are done
 using . . . I mean, helping Terry and Addy, people are going to be begging us to drain this lake and open the gateway.”

Ezra stopped talking and began to tremble. Dennis looked down at the angry toothpick sitting quietly in his shirt pocket. Ezra burned hot, turning red as he did so.

“Are you okay?” Dennis asked.

“Quiet,” Ezra sobbed.

“Your emotions are a disaster.”

Ezra leaned his head against Dennis and sobbed. “What has Geth done to me? I’m nothing but pain and confusion.”

“And nail polish,” Dennis said.

Ezra poked Dennis through his shirt pocket. They walked around the lake one more time and then out into the parking lot.

“We’ll set the tent up just over there.” Ezra pointed to an empty field across the street. The ground was covered with nothing but dirt and small scrub and rocks.

“It’s beautiful,” Dennis said sarcastically.

“I know,” Ezra smiled.

“And you think Terry can pull it off?”

“It’s debatable. You humans have such a difficult time doing anything right,” Ezra said. “But if Terry fails we’ll steal his robe and you can do it.”

“I hope he doesn’t fail, then,” Dennis said.

“You have so little gumption,” Ezra snapped. “If there’s one thing I have discovered about you people in Reality it’s that so many of you are just waiting around to believe in something. We’ll give the masses what they want.”

“And you’re sure this gateway works?”

“I went through it once a long time ago, while I was still a part of Geth.”

“Why?”

“I can’t remember,” Ezra said. “I can’t remember anything, only what I can feel.”

A large, white van with dusty windows and a red stripe running along its side pulled into the parking lot. The doors flew open and six kids spilled out. The two parents opened their doors and started immediately yelling at their kids to stay away from the water.

“Look, don’t touch!” the mother screamed. “And watch out for clouds and dirt and bugs and any shifting buildings.”

Dennis and Ezra watched the kids fight with one another all the way over to the Blue Hole.

“You’d make a horrible dad,” Ezra said cruelly.

“Where’d that come from?” Dennis asked.

“I just think, based on your personality and looks.”

“Thanks,” Dennis said, laughing.

“I was being serious,” Ezra demanded.

“Someday you might actually be glad I was around,” Dennis smiled.

“I don’t see that ever happening,” Ezra ranted. “Now, let’s get back to the motel. Tomorrow’s coming.”

“I’m aware of that,” Dennis said.

“Maybe your IQ is changing.”

Dennis walked down the road heading back towards their cheap motel. It was a mild day and the traffic and town seemed slow.

The motel was right off of the main road, and when they finally got there, Terry and Addy were inside Dennis’s room waiting for him and the person they called “toothpick.” But unlike the hundreds of times Clover had affectionately called Geth toothpick, Terry and Addy had no affection for Ezra whatsoever.

“It’s about time,” Terry whined. “We’ve been sitting here for over half an hour.”

“Sorry,” Dennis said. “We didn’t know you were waiting.”

Ezra rolled his eye at Dennis.

“No regard for our time,” Addy snapped. “No regard whatsoever.”

“We were—” Dennis started to say.

“We were?” Terry complained. “Hear that, Addy? Suddenly it’s we this and we that.”

“Well, we are sick of it,” Addy pouted.

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about?” Dennis said.

“We’ve been thinking,” Terry said.

“There’s the problem,” Ezra growled.

“You better keep quiet, toothpick,” Terry said ominously.

“What’s going on?” Dennis asked.

“We aren’t sure we want any part of this,” Addy said. “We’re professionals; I had a job back in Oklahoma.”

“And I was looking,” Terry added.

“Sure, sure, your future was rosy,” Ezra laughed.

“I’ll snap you in three,” Terry threatened.

“I’d like to see you count that high,” Ezra spit.

Terry looked at Ezra with rage. Addy looked both disgusted and disgusting.

“You going to let a toothpick talk to you like that?” she barked.

“Hold on,” Dennis insisted. “Let’s talk about this.”

“I ain’t talking to a toothpick,” Terry said. “We’ve made up our minds and we are going to take what we know and sell our story. Addy thinks she can get twenty thousand dollars from the National Enquirer—twenty thousand dollars.”

“Money!” Ezra screamed. “Your vision’s as puny as your brains.”

“Twenty thousand dollars!” Addy yelled.

“You promised to help,” Dennis tried.

“Terry never keeps his promises,” Addy said proudly.

Terry nodded towards her. “That’s true.”

“What about Leven?” Dennis asked.

“Who?” Terry asked.

“Leven,” Dennis said sadly. “The lake here could bring him back.”

“I ain’t sharing my money with that kid,” Terry complained to Addy. “It’s not his. He didn’t do a thing to earn it.”

“Oh no, no way,” Addy insisted. “No.”

“No?” Dennis said, suddenly reminded of his own horrible childhood. “Don’t you want to find him?”

“That’s the dumbest question I’ve ever heard,” Addy said. “If we have the money, what do we need him for?”

Dennis’s bald head was swimming. His insides felt sick and out of line. He could see himself as a janitor sitting in his small closet. He could see his parents, who had done so little to help him be more than he had turned out to be. He could see Terry and Addy writing off their responsibility for a few thousand dollars.

“He’s your responsibility,” Dennis said angrily.

“Who?” Terry asked again.

“All this talking’s stupid,” Addy barked. “We had the professional courtesy to tell you what we were doing and this is how you treat us?”

“There’s nothing professional about you two,” Ezra snipped. “Unless you’re talking about the strength of your breath.”

Terry reached out and snatched Ezra from the top of the dresser. Dennis tried to stop him, but he was too slow. Terry held Ezra up to his face and breathed his professional-strength breath on him.

“I ain’t listening to a toothpick no longer,” Terry seethed.

He pinched Ezra’s head with his right thumb and index finger, and with his left hand he quickly and cruelly pulled off Ezra’s tail.

Ezra screamed. Dennis jumped towards Terry to stop him, but Addy moved her big body between the two.

“What you gonna do, baldy?” she sneered.

“Put him down,” Dennis demanded.

Terry held Ezra up and, as if the toothpick were a wishbone, he pulled both Ezra’s legs and snapped his right leg off.

“No,” Dennis shouted as Ezra screamed.

Terry flicked the cursing toothpick to the ground and smiled. “We’re out of here.”

Addy moved to leave and Dennis lunged at Terry, hitting him in the face. Terry fell back onto one of the beds and bounced to the floor. Dennis found Ezra under the desk and picked him up carefully.

Addy helped Terry up much less compassionately.

Terry and Addy stood at the door looking back in at Dennis.

“You’re lucky I’m a man of restraint,” Terry said, holding his chin. “I’ll tell you this, I don’t want any part of you or Leven. I could go the rest of my life without ever caring a single second about your well-being.”

Addy nodded in agreement.

“We did more than the average person would have done for that boy,” Addy sniffed. “We can’t save the world.”

Addy opened the door and she and Terry self-righteously walked out of Dennis’s and Ezra’s life forever.

Unfortunately for them, fate was about to offer up a very short forever.
  

Chapter Twenty-Four

The Journey of a Hundred Feet
 

The shatterball game was down to three players—two Pidgins and one Pawn. The glass sphere was swaying like a pendulum and there were three large cracks in three separate spots. Everyone in the Meadows was stamping and screaming and throwing small white balls at the sphere.

“Stay low,” Geth said. “And tell me when you feel time shift again.”

Leven could see Azure more clearly now. His right ear was red, swollen, and bleeding slightly, the blood mixing with his long, dark hair. On his face he wore an expression of complete smugness. Azure lifted a clay stein and took a long, deep drink.

Leven pulled his own hood closer around his face and held Winter’s hand tightly as they moved through the wave of spectators.

“This is bad,” Winter said. “We have no idea how much is happening when time stops.”

Geth pushed through a large pack of cogs. They were so relaxed from all the ale they had been drinking that they didn’t seem to mind being shoved around.

Leven looked to the game and watched a Pidgin hit up against the wall. The sphere was pelted with thousands of white balls.

“He did it again,” Leven said. “Time shifted.”

They stopped behind a wagon where a cog was selling roasted pieces of warm meat smothered in dark cheese and folded into thick, soft pieces of splotch bread. The delicious smell was distracting to both the nose and the stomach.

“How come I can feel time stop?” Leven asked Geth.

“You’re becoming the Want,” Geth whispered. “Azure can pause time, but he can’t stop what’s changing in you. Your body must feel that gap in time he’s creating.”

The three of them moved to just below the stone bleachers leading up to Azure’s seats. A woman selling sticky apples was standing between them and a clear view of Azure.

“He stopped time again,” Leven whispered.

The two Pidgins zipped around the Pawn and slammed him into the wall. The glass cracked further, but the gigantic sphere was still holding together. The Pawn pulled away and grabbed the black pit as it bounced up at him. He shoved it into the small hole at the top and the score scrolled across the side of the glass sphere.

As the pit dropped back into the court the Pawn spun and flew backwards into an opponent. Caught off guard, one of the Pidgins was blown into the side and fell helplessly from the sphere.

The crowd was now clapping in rhythm and throwing anything they could find at the glass arena.

“They have no idea what’s happening,” Geth said sadly.

The two remaining players shot towards the far side of the sphere. The Pawn twisted and clamped his legs around the Pidgin’s. He rotated and slammed the Pidgin up against the glass.

A crack began to split from the impact and rip down and under the bottom of the glass sphere. Small shards of glass rained down like glitter on the field but the ball continued to hold together.

The spectators all over the Meadows were out of control.

The Pidgin hooked the Pawn with his arms as he flew over him. He flipped the player around and then with full force of flight slammed him backwards into the glass wall.

“We have to keep moving,” Geth said.

Leven felt the time stop. The feeling made his knees buckle.

He closed his eyes and the world was silent.

He opened his eyes and found himself standing in a completely different place. It was quiet and the sound of a small fire popping could be heard. Azure was sitting in front of him in a large chair covered in white roven hide. The room was dark and a tiny fire was burning in a round stone oven off to the side.

The shock of being in one place one moment and somewhere completely different the next was jarring, but it was Azure’s current actions that caused Leven much greater concern.

In his left hand Azure held Clover by the neck. Clover hung there limply as Leven tried to register what had just happened and what to do next.
  

Chapter Twenty-Five

How Sycophants Die
 

The word thing is an interesting word. At first glance it looks like the front half of one word combined with the last half of another. It’s a versatile word. It can be good, as in, “what a nice thing,” or, “she has a thing for you.” Or it can be bad, like, “the thing under the bed,” or “here’s the thing, you’re fired and you smell bad.” Add an “s” to the back end of it and it becomes something that most people in the world can’t get enough of.

Things.

People love things. They collect things. They store things. They cherish things and then move on and cherish other things. People also buy things. Some buy a lot of things simply because their neighbors have those same things—which is a weird thing if you really think about it.

It’s remarkable what we’ll do for the sake of things when in reality things couldn’t care less about us.

Leven possessed very few things, but he cared for a number of them. One of the things he cared most for was Clover, and at the moment things did not look good for his friend.

The small fire in the stone oven lit only the center of the square room. It was cold and there was no sign of natural light anywhere. The floor was dirt and the ceiling was higher than the firelight reached. Azure was sitting in a chair with his legs crossed. He uncrossed his legs and stood up, holding Clover by the neck.

Clover shivered pathetically, keeping his eyes closed.

“Put him down,” Leven insisted calmly.

Azure scratched his ear with his free hand.

“Release him,” Leven reiterated.

“Giving orders, are we?” Azure smiled darkly. “I think you’re in the wrong position to do that. You see, the person from the position of strength calls the shots.”

“Put him down,” Leven said again.

Azure looked at Leven and laughed.

“You know,” Azure said, “I am surprised by one thing. I mean, you’re obviously inexperienced, but I was under the impression that Leven Thumps was a small boy. You’re taller than I was expecting, which means you’ve probably had more than your fill of turmoil and experience here—growing so rapidly. ”

“Put Clover down,” Leven said, stepping forward.

“Ah yes, Clover.” Azure sighed slowly. “I had forgotten the name of Antsel’s beloved sycophant—Clover. You know, Leven, I must admit I always found it disgusting that Antsel cared for this thing. But Antsel’s dead. And now this dirty wad of hair is yours.”

Clover blinked.

“Where are we?” Leven demanded. “Where are Geth and Winter?”

“They’re fine for the moment,” Azure said coldly, his voice the sound of freezing water. “They’re still right where they were, blissfully unaware that time’s standing still. I must say, I was surprised. One moment I’m enjoying myself, watching the game, and the next I have someone’s pesky sycophant attempting to bite me.”

Azure lifted up Clover and looked him in the closed eyes. He petted Clover on the head.

Leven shivered.

“Did you send him to harm me?” Azure asked innocently. “And here I was hoping we could be friends. Do you even understand what’s happening?”

“You’re showing your strength by picking on a small sycophant?” Leven said sharply.

Azure scratched at his infected ear, trying not to look bothered by what Leven had said.

“Are you aware of how powerful distraction can be?”

Leven stared Azure down.

“We are closer now than ever before to bringing about the meshing of Reality and Foo. So close.”

“That ought to make your master happy,” Leven said.

Azure flinched.

“It’s no secret that you’re just a tool for the Dearth,” Leven said.

Azure closed his eyes and inhaled. He picked at his ear.

“The Dearth is an ally in this battle to free Foo,” Azure sniffed. “I am a tool for nobody.”

“If that makes you feel better,” Leven said. “You have turned your back on fate and are the worst example of a lithen there could be.”

“Geth has gotten to you.” Azure laughed. “You sound like his parrot.”

“Geth fights for the dreams of everyone,” Leven said. “Not just the selfish desires of a few.”

“Stop talking,” Azure insisted. “You have no idea what the Dearth is capable of and how close we are to achieving it.”

“You won’t succeed.”

“I take it back. You are a child,” Azure mocked. “I’m disappointed, Leven. In fact, I’m so bothered by all of this that I’m tempted to kill both Clover and you and be done with it. But the Dearth wants you alive for some reason, and he will be here soon to deal with you personally.”

Leven was silent.

“So,” Azure sighed quietly. “I guess Clover’s death will have to do for now.”

Leven laughed.

“You find that funny?” Azure asked.

“You can’t kill Clover,” Leven said strongly.

“Oh,” Azure smiled wickedly. “That’s where you’re so wrong.”

Leven closed his eyes and breathed in and out slowly.

“You know,” Azure went on, “there has been one thing that has kept us from reaching Sycophant Run—that silly secret. We’ve spent years trying to find it and here you stumble into Foo and find it for us.”

Azure held Clover up and shook him.

“The Dearth knows many things. And there’s no way to mesh Foo with Reality while the sycophants selfishly keep us from reaching their shores.”

Leven tried to look calm, but his heart beat wildly in his chest.

“It’s quite simple, really,” Azure said.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Shhh, shhh, shhh,” Azure said, holding his finger up to his lips. “Quiet now, Leven. I can’t stand to have the air filled with needless child blather. Why should Clover’s last moments be occupied by fruitless talking? You doubt what I know. How’s this? There are three steps to killing a sycophant.”

Leven stared straight ahead.

“Let’s see, first you distract his mind from Foo and his burn. I’ve found metal to be the most effective distraction.”

Azure pulled out a silver rod from his cloak. It was twelve inches long and polished, with small round ends. Azure held it up to the firelight and its glint was almost blinding. Azure stood the rod on the edge of the stove. It shone like a fluorescent lightbulb.

Clover’s eyes focused on the rod.

“Second, hold the sycophant by the nape of his neck. It relaxes the poor creature. I guess fate’s concerned about them being comfortable if they do happen to get killed.”

Azure held Clover up by the nape. Clover hung there silently, smiling and staring at the metal rod. He looked like a cat being lifted by his mother.

“Look how content he is,” Azure hissed, petting Clover cruelly.

“Put him down,” Leven commanded.

“Third, and this is where it gets painful,” Azure said. “You know the first two steps are so calm—almost pleasant. Distract them, relax them, and then . . .”

Azure slowly pulled something small from his cloak. He held whatever it was tightly in his free hand.

“Do you know why sycophants always return to Sycophant Run to die?” he asked.

Leven was silent.

“Perhaps you don’t know,” Azure said. “After all, you are relatively new to Foo. Let me explain. Sycophants do all that they can to make it back and pass away on Sycophant Run. Do you want to guess why?”

“This isn’t what you want to do,” Leven pleaded.

“Wrong, that’s not why.” Azure smiled. “And for the record, this is exactly what I want to do. All those lovely histories and stories about how dedicated sycophants are to the land in which they were born. You know, when I hear too many sweet stories I get suspicious. They return home to die because it’s comforting but most importantly because it leaves all of their bones safely on Sycophant Run.”

“What do you want from me?” Leven asked. “Why even worry about Clover? Set him down and we’ll talk.”

“We’re already talking,” Azure pointed out. “I’d hate to think of what would happen if someone were to get ahold of some sycophant bones and create thousands of tiny shards capable of piercing the center of a sycophant’s heart. How does the secret go?”

Azure opened his hand to reveal a sharp sliver of bone. He stepped closer, repeating the complete secret. The fire grew as he spoke.

“Distract their minds from Foo and fear, hold fast the nape alone, with accuracy the heart you pierce, found dead by the bone of their own.”

Azure held the bone shard in front of Clover.

Clover disappeared.

“You don’t know anything,” Leven said calmly. “You’re forgetting the fact that sycophants can go invisible. What good is distracting them if you can’t see them?”

Azure laughed. “Of course. Many have suspected and guessed at just how Clover’s kind can die. Some have gotten close, but always lacking was the way to overcome their invisibility.”

Azure waved his hand in front of Clover’s invisible face.

“Two words,” Azure whispered. “Alderam Degarus.”

Clover materialized and Leven gasped.

“And there he is,” Azure said soothingly. “Just like magic. The Sochemists say the words translate to ‘Only the trees live on.’ Of course, how would they know, seeing how it’s a language that none of us are aware of? Supposedly it belongs to the trees.”

Leven’s knees buckled. He caught himself and put his hands to his stomach. “How?”

“Your very brain leaked the secret as you stood stock-still below the Devil’s Spiral. Whoops. So much for their immunity,” Azure smiled. “Now as we distract thousands, the Dearth steps closer to controlling all of Foo and all of Reality. The sycophants will be wiped out like a disease. And to think we couldn’t have done it without you. Thanks for standing still long enough to ruin your friend. Now, I’d finish you off here if it weren’t for the Dearth’s wishes. So I suppose I’ll let you suffer from a distance.”

Azure dangled Clover out in front of him, facing Leven.

“Say good-bye, Clover.”

Leven’s eyes flashed brilliantly, lighting the room and blinding Azure. Enraged, Leven leapt forward and grabbed Azure’s wrist while reaching for Clover.

There was a second flash, and instantly Leven was back at the Meadows standing on the far edge and feeling as if there was no hope left anywhere in the world.
  

Chapter Twenty-Six

Killing Me Softly with
 Blinders On
 

Tim was hopeful. For the first time since falling into Foo he believed that getting back to Reality and seeing his family again might actually be possible. The armies of Azure were large and so determined that it seemed as if they could tackle and overcome almost anything.

His heart felt lighter than it had at any other point in Foo. Tim also understood that so much of what he felt came as a result of Swig’s kindness. Not only did the little sycophant speak and behave in a way that made Tim comfortable, but the mere act of having a sycophant helped his mind and soul blend into Foo. It was a remarkable thing.

In the short time Tim had known Swig, he had come to count on him. In fact, there was a small part of Tim that was beginning to worry about what might happen to Swig if Tim did make it back to Reality.

“Are you okay?” Swig asked from Tim’s right shoulder.

“I really am,” Tim replied.

“I’m so happy to hear that.”

Tim reached up and patted Swig on the back.

“You might want to walk faster,” Swig said. “Osck is getting away.”

Tim smiled and quickened his pace. The armies of Azure were moving. They had been granted permission to travel closer to Cusp to wait for the soil in the gloam to settle. But the whispers and speculation in camp indicated they were moving closer to capture Cusp and squelch the last stronghold of unbelievers.

Tim looked out over the vast group of undulating soldiers. The sight was awesome and a bit frightening. He quickly caught up to Osck.

“How many people are there?” Tim asked Osck.

“People?”

“Fighters?”

“Thousands and thousands,” Osck said proudly. “Rants have even come down from behind the pillars. Now walk faster. We must make good time.”

“For what?” Tim questioned.

“For war,” Osck said, marching even faster.

“You’re certain there’ll be war?”

“I am counting on it,” Osck replied. “I wish to be whole. I wish for Janet to be whole. We have no future while we are kept locked up here in Foo.”

Osck looked back at Janet, who was walking twenty feet behind.

“But what if Reality doesn’t change you?”

“I don’t even think such things,” Osck said. “We must walk faster.”

Tim shook his head as Osck moved away.

“I hope I’m doing the right thing,” he mumbled to himself.

“Don’t worry,” Swig comforted.

“Yeah, don’t worry, you are,” Janet replied. “Sorry to listen in to you talking to yourself, but we’re doing the right thing.”

“How can you know?”

“I trust Osck,” she answered.

“But you love Osck.”

Janet looked at Tim as she walked quickly.

“I do,” she admitted, more to herself than to Tim. “So you can’t love the people you trust?”

“No, I’m just saying that maybe your judgment is skewed.”

“Maybe it is,” Janet smiled, realizing that her old self would have flown off the handle after such a remark.

Tim looked at Janet as she lifted her large legs to march.

“Can’t you just drift?” he asked. “I mean, do you have to actually walk?”

“Yes,” Janet said with a trace amount of bitterness. “You’d think I could fly, seeing how there’s nothing to me.”

“Strange place,” Tim said needlessly.

“Reality will smooth out its edges,” Janet said sincerely.

“I just don’t want it to ruin it,” Tim said. “It must be important.”

“How could it ruin it?” Janet asked. “We will just make both better.”

“And do you think we’ll really fight Cusp?”

“I do,” Janet answered. “Osck said so.”

“What’s with these?” Tim asked, taking a small blue band out of his pocket. “They’ve given them to almost everyone but I don’t understand why. Aren’t they blindfolds?”

“There’s no direct killing in Foo,” Swig said, clinging to Tim’s left shoulder. “In order for someone to die, it must be an accident. The blindfold allows you to swing your sword and accidentally kill.”

“That’s horrible,” Tim gasped. “And absurd.”

“It’s the way of Foo,” Swig replied, sliding down Tim’s back and settling on the front of his right shoe. “The largest wars fought many years ago over metal were all fought blindfolded.”

“Going into battle with your eyes closed?” Tim said, disgusted. “It’s foolish. What if I hit someone on our side?”

“It happens,” Swig said. “But the sight chiefs call out and keep most of the fighters in check.”

“I can’t kill someone,” Tim said. “Especially not while being blindfolded. It’s one thing to stand up and confront evil, but I don’t even know if this is the right cause.”

“Do you want to see your family again?” Janet asked.

“More than anything.”

“And I want to see Winter,” Janet said. “I want to hold her. I want to beg her to forgive me. But we’ll never be able to do those things unless we stop those who are keeping us locked up.”

Janet pumped her fat legs faster in an attempt to catch up to Osck. Tim marched silently until Swig spoke up.

“Do you need me to say something?”

“What?” Tim asked.

“Is there something you would like me to say?”

“About what?”

“You’re worried,” Swig said. “I want to speak the words you need to hear.”

“I don’t just want to hear what I want,” Tim said. “Sometimes the words you need to hear are the hardest to listen to.”

“I don’t understand,” Swig said, confused. “How bad must life be to not feel better when told you look handsome or beautiful? Or that you’re the most wonderful person alive?”

A line of black skeletons ran quickly past Tim and Swig, their dark bones clicking as they jogged.

“Sometimes it’s okay to worry, Swig,” Tim finally said.

“Not if I’m doing my job right.”

“You’re doing it perfectly,” Tim said kindly. “I just don’t want to do anything that isn’t right. It’s one thing to make mistakes that hurt only me, but it’s a whole other thing to embark on something that might change or destroy another person’s existence. I don’t know what to do.”

“You look handsome,” Swig tried.

“I’m lucky to have you,” Tim said, laughing.

“It’s not luck,” Swig said seriously. “It’s fate.”

Tim looked around him. The sky was yellow with red streaks running through the bulk of it. White hazen filled the air, making all kinds of interesting and complicated shapes and patterns. Behind Tim thousands and thousands of beings marched forward bravely—all of them hoping that by overtaking Cusp and finding a way out they might be more than they were now. In front of Tim were thousands more with the same wish and ambition. 

“Come!” Osck yelled from up ahead. “Come, Tim. Walk with Janet and me.”

“They’re yelling for you,” Swig pointed out.

Tim jogged to catch up.
  

Chapter Twenty-Seven

The Glass Breaks
 

Leven looked around anxiously, wondering where Azure had just moved him from. One moment he was looking at a doomed Clover and the next he was here. He didn’t recognize the part of the Meadows he was now standing in—it was flat and there were no visible structures. The crowd was thinner and less aggressive this far out. Leven could see the four gigantic trees holding up the glass court in the far distance.

“Azure!” he screamed, knowing it would do no good.

Leven took off running through the crowd. It had been some time since he had felt so helpless. Clover’s life was being threatened and he didn’t even know where he was. Sweat was running into his eyes as his dark hair clung to his forehead. Leven was sick of running, sick of cruelties, and sick to death with worry that Clover might be hurt.

Leven pushed people aside, tearing through tents and gatherings on his straight path to Geth and Winter. A fat cog with huge arms and legs saw Leven coming and stood his ground. Leven plowed him over, never missing a beat.

“Out of my way!” Leven yelled. “Move!”

Leven reached the tightly packed area of spectators circling the huge trees. The glass sphere glowed in the light of the shifting sun. Leven looked towards the seat Azure had occupied earlier and was surprised to see Azure sitting there. Leven ran faster, looking directly at him.

Azure’s eyes caught the motion of Leven tearing through the crowd. He looked over the spectators and directly at him.

Leven stopped.

Azure nodded and then smiled the greasiest, most sinister and uncaring smile Leven had ever seen—and Leven had seen Terry, Addy, and Sabine all smile before. Leven’s heart became a knot of cold stone and hot fear.

He pushed through the throngs of people and up behind Geth and Winter. They were both looking at Azure and Geth was speaking. They seemed completely unaware that Leven had even been gone.

“If we move to the other side of the seats we can approach him from behind,” Geth said.

“No!” Leven yelled. “He knows we’re here and he has Clover!”

“What?” Winter asked. “What are you talking about?

“He knows we’re here and he has Clover,” Leven repeated frantically. “I was here and then I wasn’t. He stopped time and now he has Clover.”

“Can’t Clover just . . .” Winter started to say.

“He knows the secret,” Leven said urgently. “He was going to kill Clover seconds before he moved me back.”

Geth didn’t need to hear more—he sprang onto the stone seating.

It’s conceivable that Geth might have gotten to Azure before he could instruct time to pause again. It is also conceivable that Geth might have even been able to restrain Azure and put an end to it all. Sadly, no one will ever know, because at that same moment the last Pawn slammed the last Pidgin into the wall and the entire ball shattered like a bomb, blowing glass all over the Meadows like stinging snow.

The crowd was worked up into a state of near insanity.

In the emotion of the moment almost nobody noticed the thousands of blue-robed soldiers spilling into the far side of the Meadows. Organized in squared-off sections, they poured endlessly onto the scene. The rants in front wore blue blindfolds and were swinging metal swords. They marched forward thrusting their weapons at an even level.

Hundreds of nits and cogs were struck down before the crowd even realized what was going on. Countless spectators lost their lives in the first wave of attacks. The back of the Meadows began to rise as avalands barreled beneath them.

Azure stood up from his seat and smiled. Six rants quickly escorted him away.

“Azure’s leaving!” Geth yelled. “And his troops are coming.”

The ground beneath Leven vibrated. He grabbed Winter and pulled her towards him. Winter’s legs clipped Geth’s and he tumbled into them.

“There are avalands below us!” Geth yelled.

The three of them slid backwards, slamming into a food wagon and sending hot meat and cheese everywhere. Leven’s head hit a collapsing section of stone seats.

A tall black skeleton swinging a metal double-edged sword jumped from the back of an avaland and landed in front of Leven and Geth. He clicked his teeth and screamed. Leven looked around for a weapon of his own. Before he could react, Winter kicked the skeleton’s legs out from under him, causing him to fall forward onto his own sword. The weapon slashed the sinew holding the top half of the skeleton together. Bones scattered.

Leven and Geth looked at Winter in awe.

“Thanks,” Leven said.

“Don’t mention it,” she smiled.

Winter pulled the sword from the half-skeleton. The skull yelled obscenities at her as she stripped him of his weapon.

“Nice mouth,” Winter said.

The ground beneath them continued to crack and split. All over innocent nits and cogs were falling down into the craters the avalands were creating. Those who weren’t being dragged under were just standing there motionless.

“Can you hear that?” Leven asked.

“What?” Geth yelled.

“The ground,” Leven said. “It’s speaking, yelling almost.”

Geth looked around at everyone as they stood there doing nothing.

“It’s the Dearth,” Leven said. “He’s holding them still.”

“Keep moving,” Geth ordered. “Don’t stand still.”

Winter was standing like a statue.

“Pick her up,” Geth said. “Find stone to stand on.”

Waves of blue soldiers continued to crest over the far edge of the Meadows and spill onto the crowd—a thick stream of fiery echoes following behind them. Avalands popped up from the dirt like small mountains. The fear and surprise were setting off hundreds of emotion-filled Lore Coils. Leven’s head was crammed with screams and shouting as the coils rippled through him.

“We’ve got to get off the field!” Leven hollered.

He pushed through a wall of motionless nits and broke into a run, carrying Winter over his shoulder. Geth was right behind him.

“What are you doing?” Winter yelled as her head cleared.

“Saving you again.”

“Put me down,” she demanded. “I’ll save myself.”

Leven set Winter down.

The whole area was teeming with rants. Creatures and beings Leven had never seen before marched in dutiful lines, looking to accidentally take the lives of anyone in their way. Behind each group of blindfolded fighters there were two beings chanting and guiding them into areas where they should attack.

A lifeless cog was lying on the ground.

Leven looked at the cog and breathed deep. His neck and face burned. Leven turned and ran, barreling down a rant and knocking him into another, causing an entire row of assailants to fall like dominos.

Legions of roven flew overhead in patterns. Screaming, they dropped buckets of burning liquid on organized spots as hot-air
 balloons tried to drift away, or caught fire.

Those who weren’t held fast by the voices beneath the dirt began to recognize what kind of danger they faced. Some picked up kilves and rocks and waged a counterattack. Those who had gifts used them to fight, freezing assailants and pulling lightning down from the sky.

A large group of half-frozen rants squirmed and screamed on the ground as those nits who could burrow dove beneath the soil. Any nit who could levitate objects tried to toss around stones and kilves, but the forces of Azure’s army were so vast and swift.

A troop of black skeletons were struck with lightning, their dark bones glowing with electricity. A few nits had used their gift of shrinking to shrink down. It was a foolish idea, as they were easily trampled.

An avaland with two black skeletons on its back rushed past Leven and burrowed under the ground. Dirt sprayed up and over them in large, heavy waves.

The weather was no longer making any sense. The suns were bouncing around in the sky as clouds drifted in and began to spray rain over everything. The thunder and lightning joined in and the temperature was rocketing up and dropping rapidly.

“What’s up with the sky?” Leven yelled.

“Azure’s messing so heavily with time he’s thrown everything off,” Geth yelled back.

A small moon pushed its top up and ducked back down below the horizon. The light of the sky flickered like film running through a projector as the suns surged.

Leven moved to run but was stopped by Geth’s hand on his arm.

“We’ve got to find Clover!” Leven hollered.

“Of course,” Geth said. “But running into the troops might not be the best course of action. Fate might need him to save us if we did that.”

“What do we do?” Leven yelled.

“Stand still,” Geth said.

“Nice plan,” Leven criticized. “No wonder Azure doesn’t want to be a lithen.”

“No,” Geth explained. “Try to feel where Clover is.”

“I’m no sycophant,” Leven reminded Geth. “I don’t have that skill.”

“But you have been connecting with creatures,” Geth said.

“Try it,” Winter ordered.

The scene was so horrific and chaotic. Noise and weather were shooting around like fireworks. Those few nits who had previously been playing shatterball were now flying through the air fighting for one side or the other.

“I can’t think straight,” Leven argued. “My gift’s not working.”

“Where’s Clover?” Geth asked calmly.

“You’re not listening.”

“Where’s Clover?” Geth asked again.

Leven closed his eyes, more out of disgust than agreement. The noise around him softened. He could hear voices that belonged to dreams he couldn’t yet see. He could feel the cries and fear of some animals caught in the battle. He could see a thin beam of light shoot into the sky. Leven’s thoughts shifted and he could see images of himself and Winter woven into that light. The light began to descend and the beam angled so as to blind Leven.

Leven held his hands up to block the light. His eyes flashed open and noise rushed back into his head like angry traffic. Leven could still see the faint line of light. It shot out across the field and into the distance.

“That way,” Leven pointed.

“Nice,” Geth said excitedly.

“Follow me,” Leven yelled.

Leven jumped over two short stone walls and dove against the back of a rant who was pummeling a cog. The rant flew to the ground, his body skidding across the grass. Leven put his right foot down on the rant’s right wrist and yanked the kilve from his hand. In one swift move that seemed to surprise even him, Leven swung the kilve backwards and came down with the thick end on top of the rant’s head.
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The rant just lay there moaning on the ground.

“Did you see that?” Leven said, impressed with himself.

“See what?” Winter asked, holding two kilves.

Leven turned to see two rants lying on the ground.

“Don’t worry,” Winter insisted. “You’ll get better.”

Winter tossed one of the kilves to Geth, who was smiling.

“Her attackers were smaller,” Geth tried to help.

Leven shook his head and grinned. “Come on.”

The three of them pushed through the field swinging their kilves and moving quickly across the ground. After a few hundred feet it was obvious how much more skilled Geth was. He swung and moved his kilve as if it were a part of him. He thrust it forward, catching rants under their chins and lifting them off the ground. Then with a flick he sent them flying.

Leven and Winter gladly let Geth take the lead.

Geth was like a kilve master. He twirled the kilve, clipping six enemies, and then thrust it down and sideways, knocking two more out cold. Leven tried to imitate the moves but he never had quite the same result.

Geth’s ability attracted some attention. A huge avaland moved in from the right side, carrying two black skeletons on its back. The skeletons held tall, thin staffs in their hands. Their staffs were longer than kilves, and so thin they looked fragile.

One of the skeletons thrust his staff downward. The weapon took on the characteristics of a whip and wrapped around Winter, binding her. Leven grabbed hold of Winter and pulled, yanking the black skeleton off the avaland. The second rider jumped off towards Leven and Winter. Leven twisted his kilve and pulled it backwards, catching the skeleton in his bony stomach as he descended. The kilve sliced through and bones scattered everywhere. The skeleton’s head tumbled, still cursing at Leven.

Winter was trying to free herself as the other skeleton got to his feet. Geth’s kilve came down on top of him from behind. The bones clattering against each other sounded like a dull wind chime.

The skeleton’s head rolled to the side and it tried to bite Leven on the ankle. Leven kicked it away, sending it flying into the back of a fighting rant.

The avaland the skeletons had been riding turned to face Leven. It opened its huge mouth and dirt billowed out. Winter backed up, but Leven stood still. The dirt beast lowered its head.

“Get on it,” Geth said. “The creature trusts you.”

Leven jumped up and grabbed ahold of the growth protruding from the avaland’s forehead. He scaled the face of the beast and sat where he had seen the skeletons perched. Geth and Winter followed him up and sat behind him, gripping the vines and roots that covered the avaland’s back.

Leven looked up and could still faintly see the beam of light pointing him towards Clover.

“Ride,” Leven commanded.

The avaland roared across the meadow, bowling down anyone or anything in its way.

“This is much better!” Winter yelled.

The balloons overhead were dipping and lifting in an effort to avoid the lightning and weather. Leven could see wave after wave of rants spilling over the hill and into the Meadows. Leven’s heart sank as he looked out over all those who now lay silently on the ground.

All around, innocent nits and cogs were beginning to surrender. It was obvious they were no match for the endless armies of Azure.

“They’re giving up!” Winter cried. “I can’t believe it.”

Leven shifted, and the avaland seemed to connect with the faint beam of light Leven could see. Up ahead were thousands of rants all packed together tightly and swinging metal weapons.

The avaland parted the mass of assailants who tried to jump on its back and pull off its passengers. Winter kicked a rant in the face and sent him hurling back down into the crowd. Geth held his kilve like a lance and took out a handful of enemies with one forceful jab. Leven threw his kilve like a spear and managed to tag two.

Up ahead the edge of the field met a high stone wall, creating a dead end. The faint beam of light Leven saw seemed to pierce the stone. The avaland continued towards the cliff at full gallop.

“They can’t go through stone,” Winter yelled, holding onto Leven. “Make it stop!”

“I can’t!” Leven called back.

“Make it turn,” Geth suggested.

“I can’t make it do anything,” Leven cried. “Either we jump, or we’re . . .”

Before Leven could finish his sentence the avaland bucked and then dove headfirst down into the soil. They held on tightly as the great beast wormed its way under the ground. Dirt rumbled overhead and pushed the three of them tightly against the avaland.

It was dark, but light broke through as another avaland crossed their path from a different direction. The air was filled with dirt and hard to breathe. Leven could feel his lungs struggling to find enough oxygen.

The avaland moved into a large underground cave. Like a saving gift, air rushed around the three of them and they all gladly breathed deeply.

Torches lined the cave walls and Leven could see dozens of large tunnels with avalands moving in and out of them. The beast they were riding on ran up a steep, stony slope and into a massive cavern.

All three of them gasped in awe and amazement.

The cavern’s ceiling was covered with bright flecks of gold, and stone archways circled its edges. A great fire burned in a blue clay pit in the center of the room and smoke filled the air in patterns of stars and sunbeams. Around the fire were massive piles of metal weapons guarded by black skeletons.

Leven, Winter, and Geth rode through the room undisturbed. So many avalands were moving in and out that no one noticed the three of them. They hugged their ride as tightly as possible, hoping to blend into the back of the beast.

A rant with a massive left side stood at the far edge barking out orders. All around the cave stood small cottages. Some looked to be growing out of the sides of the cave and others were stacked on top of rocks or tucked down in tunnels. Most of the small cottages had fires burning in them that lit the windows like oval stars.

“I didn’t know this place was here,” Geth said excitedly.

“You sound happy that it’s here,” Winter whispered.

“I am,” Geth replied.

“Clover should be here,” Leven said. “I can feel it.”

“Is he alive?” Winter asked.

“I hope so,” Leven said, wanting more than anything to believe it.

The avaland stopped at the opening of another cave. Leven slid off its back and Geth and Winter followed. The avaland was blocking anyone from seeing them. They were trapped between two small cottages—one was lit, the other was pitch-black.

“Stay,” Leven said, not exactly sure how to talk to the beast.

The avaland grumbled and collapsed on the ground, blocking the doorway and keeping them hidden.

Light flashed on in the dark cottage and Leven could see a streak of blue move through the front of the house.

“Azure,” Geth said needlessly.

Through the front window they watched Azure drag a little man across the floor. The man, Time, collapsed on the ground, and Azure stood over him speaking.

“What’s he saying?” Winter asked.

“If I could hear through walls, I’d tell you,” Leven answered.

Geth was already moving to the front of the cottage. He tried the door and then signaled to Leven and Winter that it was locked. He motioned that he was going around the other side. Leven and Winter then moved around their side, meeting up with Geth at the back.

The back of the cottage was dark and ripe with mold and rot from the cave’s dampness. Luminescent ivy grew thick and dense across the rear wall. The back door was locked, but thanks to the rotted door frame Leven was able to easily and quietly push it open.

They carefully stepped inside. The back door led to a small hall and the hall opened into a dark kitchen. The kitchen was filled with old fruit and vegetables. A dead duck hung from a hook near a broken window.

The three of them crouched down and moved through the kitchen. They could hear Azure talking.

“You still have work to do!” he yelled. “You’re not done.”

“I’m done,” a weak male voice replied. “I can’t do more.”

“You were rewarded greatly,” Azure said. “You can’t be done. You are required only to sit still.”

“I am sitting still, and yet time continues to move,” the weak voice said. “My time has passed.”

“No!” Azure shouted. “One more stop. The Dearth’s disappointment isn’t a pleasant thing. I must finish them off, and we have no influence over your successor. He keeps time even now and avoids the soil.”

The sound of someone falling against the floor could be heard. The three moved around a short wall to get a better look. Azure was standing over the small, nearly lifeless man. Azure kicked him and the little man let out a final moan.

Azure sniffed and tugged at his mangled ear.

“It’s over,” Geth said, stepping forward and showing himself to Azure.

“How—” Azure sneered.

“Where is he?” Leven interrupted, not caring about anything but Clover.

“Where is who?” Azure barked.

“Where is he?” Winter said, ignoring him.

“I’m not sure what you’re speaking of,” Azure said, stepping back.

“Clover,” Geth clarified. “What have you done with him?”

“Clover? What a fool you are, Geth,” Azure seethed. “A lithen with no vision. Reality has made you dispassionate and pointless. Foo and Reality are about to combine, we’ll have endless power, and yet you’re worried about a single sycophant?”

Geth delivered a perfect hit to Azure’s face. Azure stumbled backwards, catching himself by bracing his hands against the wall.

“Where is he?” Geth said.

Azure rubbed his chin. His face was already swelling.

“He has to be close by,” Leven said angrily. “You couldn’t have taken me far.”

“I think it’s probably too late,” Azure smiled, spitting blood. “Poor Clover.”

“I don’t believe it,” Leven raged.

Azure stood tall and pushed his hair back. His infected ear was bulbous and bleeding and his blue eyes were as hard as granite.

“Do you know where you are?” Azure asked.

“I don’t . . .” Leven started to say.

“Of course you don’t,” Azure said. “Do you know what’s about to happen?”

Geth pushed his blond hair out of his face. The two lithens locked eyes.

“Do you realize what would happen if I called out?” Azure asked. “Thousands would descend upon us and simply wipe you out. You have tricked fate by stealing in and out of Foo. You are not invincible. I, on the other hand, might have to endure a few more of your weak right jabs, but I will live to see you die.”

“We only want Clover,” Leven tried to reason. “What good is he to you?”

“Alive?” Azure questioned. “Not much. Dead? Well, his bones would provide hundreds of shards to silence hundreds of other sycophants, and thus make our journey onto Sycophant Run and through the caves that much easier.”

“Is there no reason left in you?” Geth asked. “Have you forsaken all thought and decency?”

“Nice words,” Azure said. “But I simply saw the way things were going and hitched a ride with the greater power. The Dearth will rule both Foo and Reality and I’ll know power like no other lithen has ever experienced.”

Winter looked bored. She shook her head and scoffed.

“You have something to say about that?” Azure asked, bothered.

“What a couple of idiot men,” she said. “You and the Dearth make quite a pair. You realize that if he were to take over Reality, you would eventually wither away and die?”

“That’s lithen lore,” Azure sniffed. “Man will continue.”

“Are you sure?” Winter asked. “Are you confident that when the Dearth gets his way there will be any life for you?”

“Shut up,” Azure said, scratching violently at his ear. “Shut up. You understand nothing.”

“I’m thinking it’s you who is confused,” Geth said. “Come on, Azure. It’s not too late. Zale held you in the highest regard. You can still save Foo.”

“Your brother Zale is dead,” Azure barked. “A lot of good it did him to fight for Foo.”

“He died with honor.”

“I’d rather live with reward.”

Azure rocked back and forth on his feet and then lunged forward, head butting Leven without warning. Leven dropped to the ground and Geth jumped over him, giving Azure chase.

Azure ran out of the front of the cottage and into the cave. Winter leaped at him and Geth ran directly into her. They went down in a heap of blonde hair and limbs. Leven stumbled over both of them as he dashed to the front door. They all exploded out of the cottage and stopped short.

Azure stood smiling at them, fifty rants behind him. They all held kilves and all had blood in their right eyes. Geth and Winter held up their own kilves in defense. Winter blew her hair out of her eyes and sighed.

“I wish I could say I was surprised,” Leven said.

“Think we can take them?” Geth asked.

“I’m usually up for a fight,” Winter replied. “But maybe they’ll take us to Clover.”

Leven was the first to put up his hands in surrender. Geth and Winter dropped their kilves and followed suit. Three rants moved in quickly behind them and bound their arms. Then, in a not-so-gentle fashion, Leven, Winter, and Geth were escorted away.
  

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Palms Up
 

Trouble is a tricky thing. At its most intense it can be incredibly dangerous, and at its least it can be bothersome. Being in trouble is bad. Getting out of trouble is good and is often the subject of some touching after-school TV special starring a boy who wears sweaters and a girl with a barrette in her hair. Some people are trouble. Perhaps you know someone with a scar on his cheek and a leather vest who doesn’t wipe his feet on the mat before coming inside. That’s trouble. Some people seek trouble—they are called trouble junkies or peculiar. For these people their lives just don’t seem to work unless something is going wrong or they have something troublesome to complain about.

People like that are the exact opposite of sycophants.

Sycophants seek nothing but happiness. They believe the very oxygen they breathe has the potential to make them happier. Even as Rast and Reed walked across Sycophant Run on their way to a
 troublesome task they had interest and wonder in their worried hearts.

“This really is exciting,” Rast said reflectively. “I mean, if you think about it, we’re making history.”

“I suppose that’s true,” Reed answered. “But making history isn’t always a great thing.”

“We’ve nothing to fear,” Rast reminded Reed. “It’s not as if it will kill us.”

“That’s true,” Reed said again. “I wonder why I’m nervous?”

“You’re always nervous,” Rast joked.

The dirt path they were walking along descended into a field of lush green turf and white glassy flowers that shone like marbles under the sun.

The field ran into a thick stretch of fantrum trees. Once through the trees, Rast and Reed arrived at the edge of a great chasm. Hundreds of feet down, at the bottom of the chasm, the orange water of the Glint River was running strongly.

The Glint River divided most of Sycophant Run from a small portion near the Hard Border. The chasm between the two sides was about a third as large as Fissure Gorge and was rumored to have once been a part of that gorge during the creation of Foo. The walls rising up from the river were covered with ivy and squirming, shifting moss. The moss moved up and down the walls in waves.

Glint Chasm was a beautiful, spectacular, dangerous place that most sycophants never traveled to—and if they did, they rarely, if ever, made it past the point where Reed and Rast now stood.

“I haven’t been out here for years,” Rast said.

“It feels like the edge of Foo,” Reed replied seriously. “Except for the fact that we can see the other side. So what now? There’s no complete bridge.”

“This way,” Rast waved, walking on a thin trail that ran along the edge of the chasm.

After about two hundred feet the trail stopped. Rast looked to his left, then to his right.

“Lost?” Reed asked.

“I don’t think so.” Rast listened to the wind streaming out of the chasm. “There are no birds out.”

“Should there be?”

Rast shrugged and stepped off of the trail and into the long grass at the edge of the forest.

“There it is,” Rast said, relieved.

“There what is?”

Rast pointed beyond the grass to a thick tree stump. The stump rose above the soil no more than an inch. The top of the stump was covered with moss. Rast stepped up to it.

“Shoo,” he waved, motioning the moss to leave.

The moss hissed and crackled but eventually slid off of the stump and into the grass.

“I was worried I had brought us to the wrong spot,” Rast said.

“I was just worried,” Reed halfway joked.

The rings of the tree could be clearly seen on top of the old stump. Rast counted five rings in and pressed down. The sixth ring sank into the stump about an inch. Rast counted in three rings from that and rubbed the wood.

The center of the stump popped open and a dank, dirty smell escaped.

“You first,” Reed insisted.

Rast smiled and stepped up on the wide tree stump and then down through the open center of it. The opening led to a vertical tunnel with small wooden pegs sticking out of the wall. Rast climbed slowly down the pegs. Reed followed right behind him, closing the stump as he entered.

It was dark, but a small amount of light came from below them.

“Is that an opening?” Reed asked.

Before Rast could answer they had reached the light and dropped down from the wood pegs. They were now in a huge, open cave that looked out into the chasm. The cave was bigger than a large warehouse and its floor was covered with straw and leaves.

“Who lives here?” Reed asked. “I feel so small.”

“Birds,” Rast replied. “Really big birds. Here they come.”

Rast turned to see a gigantic red bird swoop down into the chasm and dive straight for the cave. Reed moved back against the wall. Rast stood up straight, trying not to appear frightened. In comparison to the bird, the two sycophants looked no larger than a couple of worms.

The bird screamed, and its call echoed forcefully off the stone walls as it drew closer to the cave.

“Should we be scared?” Reed yelled.

“I’m trying not to be,” Rast yelled back.

A second bird with bright yellow feathers trailed the red one. The lead bird landed in the cave, scratching its large talons in the straw as it came to a stop. It turned its big head towards Rast and Reed and looked down its beak.

It blinked.

“Well, well, it’s been many years,” the bird said, its voice as big as its size. “We have seen no sycophants near our chasm since Geth and his brother Zale were here with their visitors.”

The second giant bird fluttered to a stop in the cave. He looked at Rast and Reed and then, as well as a creature with a beak can, he smiled.

“How fantastic!” the yellow bird exclaimed. “Who knew this day would offer up something as interesting as visitors?”

“Things have been kept in check,” Rast said. “But now we have need to visit the marsh.”

“Two sycophants,” the red bird said. “No lithen to guide you.”

“There aren’t many lithens left,” Rast said sadly. “Can you lift us across?”

“How sad,” the red bird remarked. “We would be happy to take you across, but we do not tote just any sycophant.”

Rast lifted his small left hand and showed the birds his palm. There, clearly for the birds to see, was a dark star. Rast moved his hand from high to low, imitating a shooting star. Rast then looked at Reed, and he did the same.

“Two points of the star,” the yellow bird said. “Very impressive.”

“Can you take us to the marsh?”

Both birds nodded respectfully. The red one lifted his right talon and waved Rast over. Rast climbed onto the talon. The red bird closed it, securing Rast inside. Rast looked as if he were in a round cage as the red bird balanced on one foot. Reed stepped up to the yellow bird and climbed into his left talon.

“Ready?” the red bird asked.

“Very,” Rast replied.
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“What a bright day,” the yellow bird chirped. “It makes all the difference to have something to do.”

Both birds screamed and then shot from the cave out over the chasm. Unlike Fissure Gorge, the air in the Glint Chasm was open and clear. The birds dove straight down and spun upward, darting across the chasm.

The wind howled as the sound of birds screeching and two sycophants laughing it up filled the air.

Rast would have been happy to ride in the talon of the great red bird forever. The sky was cool and the bird was having some fun with his task—diving up and down and blasting through hazen. Unfortunately, there was no time to spare.

Rast spotted the short trees on the edge of the marsh. He sighed and then felt his stomach drop as the bird descended. He could see Reed and his bird to the right. The ride had placed a wide smile across Reed’s normally worried lips.

The two birds skimmed across the top of the short trees and out over the marsh. Hundreds of rivers and inlets ran like spider veins through the vast orange marsh. Rast spotted the circular river and knew the red bird was headed right towards it.

“I can’t land,” the bird warned loudly. “My talons stick to the mud.”

“I understand,” Rast yelled back.

The red bird got as low to the ground as possible, and as soon as he was over the circular section of water he opened his right talon and let Rast fly all by himself.

Rast splashed into the water with a tremendous “thwap.” He could feel water going up his nose, and his legs and arms burned from rubbing up against the marsh grass. He hit a muddy bank and stuck to the side like a 3-D carving. He opened his eyes and witnessed Reed making his landing.

“Thwap.”

Reed bounced on the surface of the water and back up into the air. He screamed and flailed and then splashed down only a few feet from Rast. He struggled in the water trying to find his footing. He crawled up onto a wide, flat rock and shook water from his head and body.

“Reed,” Rast called.

Reed looked around, confused. “Where are you?”

“Right here,” Rast said. “Pasted to this mud bank.”

Reed kept searching but still couldn’t see him.

“Talk some more,” Reed suggested.

“What do you want me to say?” Rast complained. “I’m right here in front of you.”

“Ahhh,” Reed said, swimming across the few feet of water and up to Rast. “Are you stuck?”

“Very.”

Reed clawed at the mud and pulled Rast’s right arm free. He pushed his feet up against the muddy wall and yanked. Rast popped off and into Reed’s arms.

“Thanks,” Rast said awkwardly.

“I didn’t know they were going to just drop us,” Reed complained.

“I wanted that to be a surprise.”

Rast jumped into the water and washed himself off. He climbed out into the thick marsh and tried his best to shake himself dry.

“Where now?” Reed questioned.

“That way,” Rast pointed.

Reed followed closely behind as Rast worked his way to the center of the circular growth.

“I’m no longer sure this is the best idea,” Reed admitted.

“No longer sure?” Rast laughed. “You’ve been against it from the start.”

“Well, I’ve always had well-thought-out opinions,” Reed said seriously. “So what if it’s not there? So what if it is there? What difference does it make?”

Rast stopped. “I guess I’m hoping it’s been destroyed. The land has shifted, and time has been long. I’m not sure how something so fragile could last.”

“Good,” Reed said. “It must be ruined. Now let’s go back.”

“I need to know how it is,” Rast said. “We let the key get away; I won’t be caught off guard by this.”

“So it’s to protect you from possible embarrassment?” Reed asked incredulously. “We’re treading out here so you won’t have egg on your face?”

“So we,” Rast said, spreading his arms, “all of us, won’t have egg on our face.”

“I don’t care if I do,” Reed argued. “In fact, I like eggs.”

“What have we been taught since our births?” Rast asked.

“Many things,” Reed replied, frustrated.

“Since the first sycophant opened its eyes we have been taught that without us Foo will fail. Those are not just words.”

“Of course not,” Reed agreed.

“The secret was compromised, and now the Dearth seeks to get out of Foo. I can’t let that happen.”

“You’re going to break it?” Reed said frantically. “You’re going to break the map?”

Rast was silent.

“But that’s . . . I don’t believe it,” Reed said.

“I said nothing,” Rast whispered.

“Exactly,” Reed replied. “That’s what scares me the most.”

Rast began walking again and Reed reluctantly followed. They reached the center of the circular marsh. The grass was so thick it was hard to see anything but orange. Rast moved the grass around until a single stalk that was lighter than the others stood out. Rast grabbed ahold of the stalk. It was coarser and much denser than the other orange grass.

“That’s it?” Reed asked.

Rast nodded.

“Pull it,” Reed suggested.

Rast gripped the stalk of grass with two fingers and tugged it three times to the right. The grass slipped out like a loose string. The spot where it had been began to unravel in a circular pattern. The marsh twisted and dropped like a large spiral staircase—steps of green growth and solid stone plummeted hundreds of feet.

The two small sycophants stepped back from the growing opening. The entrance began to expand rapidly, the stairs and steps becoming wide slabs of stone that an army could easily march down. Rast and Reed continued to move away. By the time the opening stopped growing it was the size of a football field, with hundreds of mammoth steps that spiraled downward into darkness.

Rast and Reed peered over the edge.

“You first,” Reed insisted.

Rast smiled and jumped onto the first wide step. He ran across it and jumped down to the next.

“Are you sure about this?” Reed called out.

“Positive,” Rast called back, already four more steps down. “Come.”

Reed moved onto the first stair and, much more gingerly than Rast, jumped down to the second.

“I’m coming!” Reed yelled.

Rast was too far down to hear. Reed picked up his pace.
  

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Nothing Justifies the End
 

Tim Tuttle felt like he was trapped on a deadly roller coaster. The armies of Azure were flowing onto the Meadows and wiping out anything that stood in their way. Hot-air balloons were dropping from the sky as they burned, and lightning and rain exploded everywhere.

Tim had on a blue robe and held a rusted sword that had been buried in soil for hundreds of years. Osck was up ahead swinging his sword, willing to take out anyone who tried to stop him. Tim, on the other hand, was looking for some way to get out of the operation. Each moment caused him to feel more and more uncertain about his decision to join this side of the fight.

The blindfolded rant in front of him screamed.

At first Tim had refused to wear a blindfold. But those around him had gently insisted. He did so, but only after making two small holes in his so that he could see out.

Janet was running with Tim. She had been unable to keep up with Osck and her face was red and sweaty, but her gaze was solid and determined.

“This can’t be right,” Tim yelled to her.

“It has to be,” she shouted back.

“Why?”

“Because Osck is an honest man.”

“Osck isn’t even a man,” Swig pointed out.

Janet winced. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

“He’s right,” Tim yelled. “I think you know it, too. This isn’t our fight.”

“It will be when they break through to Reality,” she hollered. “We would be forced to fight then.”

“Maybe so,” Tim shouted. “But this is wrong.”

“Even if it is, it’s too late now.”

“It’s never too late,” Tim insisted.

“I can’t betray Osck,” Janet said.

“You won’t betray anyone by being just,” Tim said. “Look around—this is wrong. I’m here to help Winter, not to kill people.”

The basket of a hot-air balloon crashed down directly in front of Tim. Tim flew over it, falling to the ground on his face. He pulled himself up and looked back. Inside the basket was a small man wearing a green robe. The man lay there moaning as hundreds of rants swirled around him. Tim fought the stream of rants and worked himself back to the basket. He knelt down and put his face up to the man’s to listen for life.

The man breathed weakly.

“Hold on,” Tim said.

Tim pulled the man out of the basket and wrapped him around his neck like a gangly shawl. He then ran crosswise against the crowd. Rants batted them around as Tim just tried to get out of the way. A metal spear flew past him and he watched it pierce the ground.

Tim moved into the space between a large boulder and a fallen tree. He laid the balloonist down and checked for signs of life. Tim slapped him lightly on the face.

“Come on,” Tim pleaded.

“You might want to hit him harder,” Swig suggested.

“Is he alive?” Janet asked.

Tim turned to find Janet looking down over his shoulder.

“What are you doing here?” Tim asked.

“I can’t do this,” Janet admitted. “I must have changed. There are so many dying. What if one of those being cut down is Winter? This isn’t making me whole, it makes me feel even emptier.”

Tim was silent.

“Is he alive?” she asked again.

“He’s still breathing,” Tim said.

The balloonist groaned and his eyes fluttered open. He screamed as if the moment called for it.

“It’s all right,” Tim said. “You’re okay.”

“Who are you?”

“I work for the Iowa Sanitation Department,” Tim said out of habit.

“Oh,” the man blinked.

“Stay with him,” Tim told Janet. “Make sure he’s okay.”

“No way,” she said. “He’ll be fine. I’m going with you and Swig. I didn’t leave Osck to sit by this man . . . no offense.”

“None taken,” the man grunted.

“When you find Winter I want to be there,” Janet insisted.

“Okay,” Tim agreed. “We’ll run with the armies, staying to the edge and keeping our eyes open. It’s not much of a plan, but I suppose we’ll test this fate that Foo is always speaking of. It’s probably best that we not admit our lack of allegiance.”

Tim helped the man get comfortable and then turned to Janet.

“Ready?”

“No.”

“Good, neither am I.”

Janet actually smiled.

The two of them and Swig charged out of the hiding spot and back into the river of rants and soldiers surging across the Meadows.

Tim held his sword in front of him and peered out of the holes in his blindfold. The surge began to slow as all over nits and cogs were giving up. Many of them fell to the ground and were being bound up by soldiers.

The armies of Azure continued to shoot burning arrows up into the hot-air balloons. Lightning hit one of the four tall trees and split it in half. The tree cracking made the thunder seem like a whisper. All around, Lore Coils exploded as beings suffered and experienced moments of intense fear and tragedy. Tim could hear voices and cries floating across the Meadows in a horrible cacophony.

“Stay to the side,” Swig kept yelling. “Stay to the side, Tim!”

Rovens were now landing on the field, herding the surrendering nits and cogs into groups. There were also many wounded and lifeless rants littered about.

“You’ve got to look like you’re fighting,” Swig said.

Tim swung his sword around, looking very much like a garbage man pretending to be a pirate.

Three avalands roared across the path, circling around other nits. Horns began to blast, signaling the fall of Cusp. The armies of Azure were spilling into the streets of Cusp as those in their homes locked their doors and hoped it would all just go away.

The conquerors destroyed homes, cut the ropes for travel, and ruined anything that might bring the citizens of Cusp comfort. Other soldiers shifted position and began to march towards the gloam.

“I can’t believe they did it!” Swig yelled. “Cusp has given up without a fight.”

“I hope Osck is okay,” Janet cried.

“Keep running,” was Tim’s only reply.

There were still troops marching around the Meadows and securing their prisoners. Tim and Janet reached the side of the Meadows near the stone cliffs. Hundreds of soldiers were marching down through tunnels created by avalands.

“Where are they going?” Janet yelled.

Before Tim could answer, the rants they were marching with turned and headed into a tunnel, dragging them along.

“I guess we’ll find out.”

Tim pulled off his blindfold and kept in rhythm with those marching. After about two hundred feet the tunnel sloped upward and into a massive cavern. Piles of weapons were scattered about and small fires burned in more than a dozen different fire pits. Little cottages dotted the rocky cavern walls and soldiers were drinking from small springs and gathering weapons.

Tim peeled away from the group and ducked behind a weathered cottage with a moldy thatched roof.

“What is this place?” Tim asked.

“I have no idea,” Swig answered. “It’s not on maps.”

Across the way a tall black skeleton addressed a cluster of rants.

“Go see what he’s saying,” Tim said to Janet.

“Me?”

“They can’t hurt you,” Tim reassured. “I need you to listen in.”

Janet moved across the cavern toward the group. She stepped up to the skeleton’s side. He looked bothered that she was there, but he kept talking.

“Some spy,” Swig said from Tim’s shoulder.

Tim watched Janet’s face light up as she listened. She leaned in closer and the skeleton brushed her away. More soldiers began to move in as groups of other soldiers moved out. Janet ran back to Tim.

“Leven’s here,” she said breathlessly.

“And Winter?” Tim asked.

“He didn’t say,” she answered. “But Leven has to know where she is, right?”

“You would think so,” Tim said thoughtfully. “Where is he?”

“He didn’t say. He just said that Leven was locked up and that Azure was dealing with him. He also said that most of the army was now going to head to the gloam and march to Sycophant Run.”

Swig gasped.

“What?”

“They’re marching to Sycophant Run,” she repeated. “And he also said some words I couldn’t understand.”

“Do you need to go?” Tim asked Swig.

“Where would I go?” he answered.

“Are your people in trouble?”

“You’re my people,” Swig said.

“Amazing creatures,” Tim said kindly.

Swig looked proud.

More soldiers marched out.

“Let’s find Leven,” Tim said, concerned. “We’ll worry about the rest of the world falling apart when we get to that point.”

Swig disappeared and Janet drifted behind.
  

Chapter Thirty

The Bionic Toothpick
 

A large, square magnifying glass was propped up on the motel desk. A tall gold lamp shone down and lit up the desktop. Dennis was sitting in a chair leaning over the magnifying glass and breathing slowly. Beneath the magnifying glass, a weak, deformed Ezra lay in pain.

“Hold on,” Dennis said. “I’ve just got to remove this.”

Dennis pulled off the small, bent sliver where Ezra’s tail used to be.

“Owwwwww!” Ezra screamed. “I thought you were helping me.”

“Hold on,” Dennis insisted.

Dennis cleaned off the flaky green nail polish where Ezra’s right leg had once been.

Ezra winced.

“Sorry,” Dennis said.

“I could have taken him,” Ezra said angrily.

“Right.”

“Don’t patronize me,” Ezra growled. “He took me by surprise, and you did nothing.”

“He took me by just as much surprise.”

“Well, way to have my back.”

“Do you want me to fix you or not?”

Ezra answered by panting shallowly and blinking his single eye under the bright light.

“Good,” Dennis said.

Dennis took a silver paper clip out of the desk drawer and straightened it out. He clipped it in half and then bent one of the ends with a small pair of tweezers. He twisted the bent end around Ezra’s waist and pinched it closed, creating a new metal leg. Dennis bent the leg slightly at the knee.

“Are you done?”

“Done,” Dennis answered.

Ezra rolled over and pushed himself up with his thin, nail-polished arms. His new leg was stiff and made it hard to stand. He spun in a circle until he caught hold of the edge of the lamp and could pull himself up.

He balanced on his new metal leg. He couldn’t bend it, but he could lift it with his hip and step forward. His new appendage made a soft clicking sound.

“Not bad,” Ezra said happily. “It makes me look interesting.”

“You actually didn’t need help in that department,” Dennis said. “You’re a living toothpick with purple hair and a green body. That’s interesting enough.”

“Still,” Ezra said. “Maybe I should break off my other leg and arms and replace them with metal. I’d be a more imposing world ruler if I were all metal.”

“I wouldn’t suggest that,” Dennis said.

“That only makes me think I should do it more.”

Ezra stomped across the table and jumped onto Dennis’s arm. The bottom tip of his new leg snagged Dennis’s shirt and he had to tug at it to get it free.

“You’ll get used to it,” Dennis said.

Ezra leapt from Dennis’s arm to the floor and began to run around in small circles to break in his new leg.

“Thanks,” Dennis said sarcastically.

“You’re not welcome,” Ezra replied, picking up his pace. “Thanks is what someone says when they have a limited vocabulary. This leg makes me even more certain that I will be triumphant. How could I fail when I’m half machine?”

“More like one-fourth,” Dennis corrected.

“Leave it to you to ruin a perfectly good conversation by applying math to it.”

Ezra’s new leg got stuck in the carpet. Dennis bent down and picked him up.

“Would it kill you to file down the end a bit?” Ezra asked.

Dennis held Ezra back under the magnifying glass and opened the file on his Swiss Army Knife. With short, methodical strokes he filed down the sharp edge of Ezra’s metal leg.

“There,” Dennis said, pulling Ezra out from under the magnifying glass. “It shouldn’t snag on anything now.”

“I wish your word came with a guarantee,” Ezra scoffed. “I’m certain that right when something crucial is happening I will get snagged again.”

“Thanks for your faith in me,” Dennis laughed.

“I have no faith in you,” Ezra said seriously.

“Thanks.”

“Limited vocabulary,” Ezra sniffed.

Dennis set Ezra down on the bed. Ezra jumped up and down a few times and then reclined against the edge of the pillow.

“Can I be honest with you?” Dennis asked.

“I wish you wouldn’t,” Ezra answered.

“I know you have nothing but acid and insults for me, but I am so much happier to be here than where I once was.”

Ezra put his hands to his ears to block out Dennis’s talking. “La, la, la, la.”

“I don’t know what to believe in all the time,” Dennis went on. “But I remember working in that law firm and feeling as if there was nothing for me. I would wander those halls like a ghost that nobody could see. I thought I was one of those people who would walk the earth and die without purpose. I remember thinking that if I choked to death in my apartment nobody would even notice until the rent came due and my landlord came looking for it.”

Ezra rubbed his eye and moaned. “Why won’t you stop talking?”

“Say what you want,” Dennis said, waving it off. “But there’s something between you and me. There’s a reason why I ordered that sandwich and you were sticking up in it. I think I believe in fate. I never would have thought I could accomplish something great, but now I know that before I die I will play a part in something big.”

“You’ve been watching too much daytime television.”

“Say what you want.”

“You’re a fool.”

Dennis stared at Ezra.

“What? That’s what I wanted to say.”

“I’m not doing this to make you happy,” Dennis said. “I’m doing this because I know that in the end I will have had a part in something larger than I could have ever dreamed. And, I’ve grown attached to you.”

Ezra started to weep.

Dennis smiled. “There, that’s the emotionally unstable toothpick I know.”

Ezra turned over and cried into the pillow.

“Listen,” Dennis said, “I’m sorry. If we’re going to do this we have to have a plan.”

“I have a plan,” Ezra sniffed.

“Let’s hear it.”

Ezra sat up and ran his hand through his purple hair.

“People like things that are interesting,” Ezra said. “So we’ll put up a large tent to meet in, and we’ll call you Today’s Wizard.”

“Today’s Wizard?” Dennis said. “That’s your plan?”

“It’s a work in progress,” Ezra scoffed. “I have more.”

Dennis pulled out a pad of paper from the motel desk and grabbed the cheap pen next to it.

“Shoot,” he said.

Ezra began to explain.

ii

The dark of night dripped down like melting plastic. It stuck to the roads and buildings and made walking and driving seem like more of a trial than usual. The neon signs and headlights in view shone no more than a couple of inches from their source.

The interstate was fairly empty, with more vehicles heading east than west. Terry sped quickly westward in the far right lane.

“Is it supposed to be so dark?” Addy asked. “What sort of people live in a place like this?”

“Dark is dark,” Terry reasoned. “We got bigger problems. Why won’t they pay?”

“They don’t believe us,” Addy grimaced. “They sit there in their big offices with nice haircuts and tell me things they think I don’t understand.”

“That makes no sense,” Terry sniffed.

“They won’t give us any money unless they see you float,” Addy snipped. “We gotta drive to them and let them inspect us. Nobody trusts nobody these days.”

“Then they’ll give us money?” Terry asked. “Once they see me float?”

“They’d better,” Addy said. “We should take care of that robe.”

“I ain’t going to hurt it,” Terry said. “I like wearing it.”

“You should take it off,” Addy insisted. “Keep it in a box or something for safekeeping.”

“I’ll think about it,” Terry said, bothered. “They’d better give us enough money. Otherwise we could have stayed with that bald guy.”

“And share our money with Leven?” Addy asked. “No way. It would be just our luck to have him come back and start whining about us taking care of him. He’s still too young to just leave on his own. And the courts are always siding with the children.”

“We’ll get our own lawyer,” Terry said. “That boy already cost us thousands of dollars to raise. He should pay us.”

“You might have something there,” Addy said excitedly. “All right, if he asks for money we’ll threaten to collect what we’ve already spent on him.”

“Even if he doesn’t ask,” Terry suggested, “let’s see if we can collect. You didn’t ask to take care of him. He was thrust upon us.”

“I shouldn’t have to pay for having a big heart,” Addy said indignantly.

“I’ll say you shouldn’t,” Terry spit. “This isn’t Russia.”

“We might have a real case,” Addy said greedily. “And when we win we’ll have more money than we’ve ever had. Now take that robe off so it doesn’t get ruined.”

“I’ll take it off next stop.”

“Just take it off now,” Addy demanded, pulling on the right sleeve. “We’ll get no money unless you float.”

“It’s fine,” Terry complained. “I’ll take it off later.”

“Just pull it off now.” Addy tugged.

“I’m going seventy miles an hour.”

“Just slide it off behind you.”

Addy grabbed at the robe, pulling Terry’s arms back and yanking the robe. Terry’s hands slipped from the wheel and the car swerved. Terry lunged for the wheel, but Addy was still pulling and he fell towards her.

“We should have stopped first!” Terry yelled.

It’s difficult to believe, but for once in his life Terry might have been right. The car swerved the opposite direction as Terry slammed his foot on the gas pedal by accident, barely missing a stray dog that was foolishly crossing the interstate. Unfortunately Terry couldn’t avoid hitting something far more substantive.
  

Chapter Thirty-One

The Candor Box
 

The caves and caverns beneath the cliffs were vast and confusing. All around troops of soldiers and black skeletons were marching and moving avalands and prisoners out of the caves. Leven and Geth and Winter were taken to a large metal cage in a small cavern. They were thrown in, locked up, and left alone.

“I can’t think of anything but Clover.” Leven stood up.

“Me neither,” Winter admitted.

“He’s exactly where he should be,” Geth said, trying to comfort them.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Leven argued.

“Careful, Lev,” Winter said. “He didn’t mean anything.”

Leven looked at Winter with frustration. He couldn’t tell if he wanted to yell at her or kiss her. He knew also that his feelings towards Geth were largely due to Phoebe’s presence.

“You have to trust that Clover’s life will lead to good,” Geth said. “There’s nothing I would like more than to make sure Clover is safe, but I would be a scoundrel if I promised you that fate might not have other plans for him. He has already helped change the world, something quite spectacular for a sycophant. Who knows what his life—or death—might still accomplish.”

The words were harsh, but coming from Geth they sounded so sincere that Leven couldn’t help but mellow.

“I know,” Leven said, sitting down on the floor with his legs crossed. “I know you’re right. But it’s Clover.”

“Well then, breathe deep and put some pressure on fate to come through.”

Leven took a deep breath as a tall, normal-shaped rant stepped up to the cage. Two other rants were behind him. Leven stood again.

“The girl,” the lead rant grunted.

“No way,” Leven snapped. “Winter stays here with us.”

The rants laughed.

“I didn’t realize that you were the one giving orders,” the lead rant said. “The girl, now.”

“I said . . .”

One of the rants hit Leven in the chest with the thick end of his kilve. He flew back against the far bars and fell to the ground. Geth tried to move forward, but one of the other rants had reached in and pulled him up against the bars.

The lead rant opened the cage, grabbed Winter by the arm, and yanked her out. He slammed the cage and locked it.

“We’ll be back for one of you later,” he threatened.

“You can’t just take her,” Leven yelled.

“Really?” he growled. “Because that looks to be exactly what we’re doing.”

The rants walked off with Winter, leaving Leven and Geth alone.

“We have to do something,” Leven said.

Geth began checking the bars for any that were loose or designed to open. The floor of the cage was cement and the ceiling was stone. Leven shook the door but it didn’t budge in the least, thanks to the lock on its front.

“Can lithens do anything besides think optimistically?” Leven asked, frustrated. “Don’t you have a secret power or something that can help?”

“What about you?” Geth asked less harshly. “Can’t you get the avalands to bust us out?”

Leven closed his eyes and tried, but nothing happened. He slumped dejectedly to the ground on his rear.           

“It doesn’t work,” Leven said. “They won’t hurt her, right?”

“I hope not,” Geth answered. “Winter’s strong.”

“And pretty,” Leven said without thinking.

“What?” Geth smiled.

Leven looked shocked. “I didn’t mean it. I was just thinking . . . it’s that stupid longing. I’m saying things I don’t mean.”

“Don’t call Phoebe stupid,” Geth said seriously. “She’s a
 longing.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot you’ve got a thing for her.”

“I don’t have a thing for her,” Geth insisted. “Longings and lithens have a long history and I just think that she and I would have a lot in common.”

“And Winter and I wouldn’t?”

“I’m not saying that.”

“Just so you know, Winter and I have been through a lot,” Leven said. “I knew her for days before you ever met her in Reality.”

“Well, Phoebe would understand me,” Geth argued, his eyes showing that he was as confused by what he was saying as Leven was. “Hold on, she’s . . .”

Geth put his hands up and took a deep breath.

“What?” Leven asked.

“I just think that Phoebe and I have much more of a chance than you and Winter.”

“Why?” Leven asked. “Because you’re both so old?”

“Just because we’re ageless is no—”

Leven stood up and charged into Geth. The two of them rolled across the floor and banged up against the metal bars. Leven’s head hit the bars hard, causing him to see stars for a few moments.

Geth stood up, reached his hands down to help Leven up, and started to laugh.

“It’s not funny,” Leven insisted.

“I know,” Geth said. “I’m sorry.”

Leven sat up and rubbed the back of his head. “Your girlfriend is making things messy.”

“I like the sound of that,” Geth said.

“You’re not acting very lithen.”

“Weird,” Geth said in a daze.

“Listen,” Leven sighed. “We’ve got to find a way out of here. Or neither of us will ever have a girlfriend again.”

“The cage is solid,” Geth said. “We might . . .”

They could hear the sound of footsteps approaching. The rants stepped out of the shadows, pushing Winter forward.

“Winter,” Leven said with way too much enthusiasm.

“Step back,” the large rant said. “Or we’ll knock you back.”

Leven and Geth stepped to the rear of the cage. The rant opened the door and threw Winter in.

“You.” The rant pointed at Geth.

Geth looked at Leven and Winter and then stepped up to the open door. The rants pulled him out and slammed the door closed on Leven and Winter. They marched off into the darkness with Geth.

Leven knelt down by Winter.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Fine,” she said. “They didn’t do anything but ask me questions.”

“Who asked them?”

“Azure,” Winter answered. “There was this booth and it makes you tell the truth. I apparently know nothing that they care about. They want to know about the key.”

“Oh,” Leven said, looking into Winter’s green eyes. “The key.”

Leven and Winter simultaneously backed up and away from each other.

“Listen,” Leven insisted. “It’s probably best that we talk about things that are nonemotional. Phoebe’s got everything all messed up. I actually attacked Geth.”

Winter laughed. “You attacked Geth? Why?”

“Well . . . that doesn’t matter.”

“Who won?”

“I don’t know; it was confusing.”

Winter brushed her hair back behind her ears and Leven felt light-headed. He held onto his side of the cage as if his life depended on it.

“So, a truth box,” Leven said casually. “I was worried about you.”

“That’s nice of you,” Winter replied. “Actually, I think the candor box has a lingering effect. I feel like I want to tell you things.”

Leven fought himself for a moment and then blurted out, “What things?”

“I know that Foo is falling apart, that your father’s alive, that Clover’s in danger, and that people are dying all around us, but I can’t stop thinking about that kiss—the accidental one.”

“Me neither,” Leven admitted.

“But we should forget it,” Winter said sadly. “I mean who would want to start out a relationship on false emotions?”

“Yeah, that’s crazy,” Leven agreed. “Who’d want that?”

“I mean, it’s just Phoebe making us nuts, right?”

“Right,” Leven said, letting go of the bars and stepping closer to Winter. “We’re not children anymore. We should be able to act responsibly despite Phoebe.”

“Right. I mean, you’re Leven and I’m Winter and we’re responsible friends,” Winter mumbled, moving across the cage.

“Good friends,” Leven replied.

“Maybe even best friends,” Winter said, closing her green eyes and leaning in.

“Best friends who once accidentally kissed and now are going to kiss on purpose.”

“You’re tall,” Winter said happily.

“You’re beautiful,” Leven replied.

Leven leaned in and closed his eyes.

“Ahem,” Geth cleared his throat on the other side of the bars.

Leven and Winter turned towards him with red faces. The rants had brought Geth back at a rather awkward moment. Some of the rants laughed.

“Back against the bars,” the large one ordered.

The door was opened and Geth was tossed in.

“Come on, Romeo,” the large rant joked.

Leven stepped out and the door was shut again. He was too embarrassed to turn back and look at Winter. He walked with the rants out of the cavern and into a high-ceilinged room next to it. The room, like the rest of the massive caves and caverns, was cold and dreary. Organ pipes lined two walls and a large, ornate organ sat in the middle of the far one. A cog with long gray hair and a tattered robe sat in front of the organ. His feet were chained to the base of the instrument. In the center of the room Leven noticed a wooden box about the size of a phone booth. Azure was standing in front of the box scratching his infected ear.

The rants pushed Leven into the room and Azure motioned for him to step into the candor box. Leven put up no fight. Azure closed the door and slid the bolt shut. At about neck level hundreds of holes created a screenlike opening to look out of. The organist began to play low notes—notes so deep and low Leven could feel them pushing at his soul.

“Why are you here in Foo?” Azure asked.

Leven was surprised to find himself replying, “Because Geth brought me.”

The organist moved his fingers and a new set of low notes pushed up through Leven’s body.

“Do you trust Geth?”
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“ . . . Yes.”

“There’s some hesitance in your answer,” Azure said. “Why?”

The organ drew it out of him. “Sometimes I’m not sure he knows what we’re doing.”

Azure smiled. “Go on.”

“As a lithen he’s so happy with the present and the thrill of the future that I’m not sure he understands how scared I am.”

Leven couldn’t believe what he was hearing come out of his own mouth.

“You’re much more forthcoming than the others,” Azure said. “You killed the Want?”

“Yes.”

“He was your grandfather?”

“Yes.”

“Did you know this?”

“No.”

The music coming from the organ was so low it was almost inaudible. But Leven could feel it working and massaging the truth from his soul.

“Where’s the key, the one your grandfather gave you?”

Leven shook. “I’m not sure.”

Azure laughed. “You can’t fool the truth. What did you do with it?”

“I left it in the remains of Lith.”

Azure looked shocked by the answer. “What?”

“It’s buried with Lith.”

“Impossible.”

The music played even lower.

“The key your grandfather gave you. Where is it?” Azure yelled.

“Buried with Lith.”

Azure’s face burned a bright red, contrasting against his blue robe and eyes, but coordinating quite nicely with the blood dripping from his infected ear.

“You can’t . . .” he started. But his tantrum was interrupted by the sound of gongs ringing through the caves.

Azure looked around, startled. Fear flashed across his eyes.

“The Dearth is whole,” he whispered.

Gongs rang out in deafening choruses.

Azure looked at Leven in disgust. “What a stupid child you are.”

Azure motioned for the large rant.

“Take him back to the cage and then gather everyone in the Sanatorium,” Azure said with excitement. “The Dearth is whole.”

Azure pulled Leven out of the candor box and pushed him into the arms of the large rant.

“Get him out of here,” Azure ordered.

The rants marched Leven back to the cage and locked him up with Geth and Winter. Then without so much as a goodbye or a see you later they ran off.

“What’s happening?” Winter asked. “Where are they running to?”

“And what’s with the gongs?” Geth questioned, helping Leven to his feet.

“Azure said the Dearth is whole and apparently everyone wants to see him,” Leven said, still feeling light-headed from the candor box.

“How heartwarming,” Winter said.

“I don’t want to see him.” Leven shivered. “I’ve seen the Dearth at half strength. I can only imagine what he’s like now.”

The sound of trumpets and gongs and glad hollering rang throughout the caverns—shouts of Cusp being conquered and the Dearth being whole bounced off the walls like thousands of tiny Superballs.

“How do you think the Twit feels now?” Leven asked.

“If he’s uncomfortable, then he probably feels bad,” Winter said.

“He’s most likely dead,” Geth said seriously. “Azure has planned this thing out well, and if I were him I would have had the Twit taken out so that all of Cusp would be confused and weak.”

“What did he ask you?” Geth questioned Leven. “In the box?”

“He asked about the key.”

“And you told him,” Winter said sadly.

“Kind of,” Leven said quietly.

“Kind of?” Geth questioned. “I was in that box. There’s really no ‘kind of’ answer. I was glad I didn’t know where you put it.”

“Well, he asked me about the key my grandfather gave me,” Leven whispered. “But my grandfather gave me two keys. So I told him about the one that we used to get Phoebe out with. He thinks it’s buried in Lith.”

“Brilliant,” Geth said with awe.

“You know, if we hadn’t gone to get Phoebe, that key would be with the sycophant key and I would have had to give it up.”

“Wow,” Winter said sarcastically. “And if you hadn’t gone to get her none of us would be so emotionally messed up and crazy and wondering if we are ever going to feel normal again.”

“So it’s a trade-off,” Leven smirked.

“It’ll level out,” Geth assured them. “It’s just that there has been no longing for so long. The emotions of it will settle eventually.”

The shouting and gong ringing began to soften and soon the cave they were in was as quiet as any respectable library.

“How long do you think they will keep us here?” Winter asked.

“Until they’re done with us,” Geth answered.

Winter hit Geth in the arm—hard.

“I’m just saying that’s what I would do.”

They heard footsteps approaching and were silent as Azure stepped into the cavern and up to the cage. He looked taller and even more sinister than before. His ear bled profusely and he wore a smug expression.

“There’s someone who wishes to speak with you,” Azure said.

There was no sound of footsteps, but in the faint light a shadow cast itself against the tunnel wall. The shadow grew taller as the visitor came closer. Winter moved towards Leven and they stepped back in concern.

The shadow grew taller still.

“It is my honor,” Azure spoke, “to present the Dearth.”

All three of them went pale.
  

Chapter Thirty-Two

Small, Fear-Filled Hearts
 

Sycophants are a wonderful breed. Their kind support of those who are snatched into Foo gives so many hope and does volumes to keep the balance in Foo. But like anyone else, they can grow tired of their task and need a vacation or break from the burns they serve.

Fortunately for the sycophants, they have the ability to bite. All one has to do is to sink his teeth into his burn, and the poor nit will fall to the ground, knocked out until the sycophant chooses to bring him to. Considerate sycophants always make sure to bite their burns only when absolutely necessary, and always in the privacy of their burns’ homes. That way the poor nits can lie there blissfully dreaming about how great sycophants are without anyone noticing. It’s not uncommon, however, for a sycophant to simply get fed up while out in public and bite his or her burn there and then, leaving the poor person to lie on the side of the road or on a bench for days until the sychophant comes back.

If you look around Foo carefully it’s not hard to spot a number of nits just slumped over in a field or under a tree waiting to be awakened.

A lot of sycophants use their “me time” to travel back to Sycophant Run, or to just catch up on sleep. But a number of sycophants spend their time at one of the few hidden hostels scattered around Foo—secret spots where sycophants can hang out and relax without a single nit, cog, rant, or being taller than they are. There is a popular hostel up above Fté and a nice one near the green pond. But one of the most frequented hostels is hidden in the trees near the edge of the Swollen Forest and the Veil Sea. There are hundreds of small tree binds to stay in and a gigantic sycophant-sized tavern and park. Normally the hostel was a happy place where sycophants gathered to be themselves and rest up. But as Brindle entered it now, it seemed anything but happy and relaxed.

Sycophants were running in all directions, collecting their things and fussing over what to do. Groups of them were gathered around tables, and the tavern door was open, allowing moans and groans from unhappy sycophants to escape.

Brindle had walked through the park carrying Lilly over his shoulder. He was tired and thirsty and in need of rest. He entered the noisy tavern and sat down at a table with dirty mugs on it. He propped Lilly up in the chair next to him.

A frantic sycophant in an apron ran past.

“Excuse me,” Brindle said. “Can I get a drink?”

“Not from me, you can’t,” he said. “I’m leaving.”

Brindle stood up and walked to the bar. A harried sycophant was trying to fill drink orders as fast as he could.

“Peach malt,” Brindle said.

The sycophant nodded and kept filling drink orders.

“Hey, I know you,” a skinny yellow sycophant said. “You sit in the Chamber of Stars, don’t you?”

Brindle nodded.

A few other sycophants stopped talking and looked over.

“What can you tell us?” the yellow one begged. “What are we going to do?”

“About what?” Brindle asked, wishing his drink would hurry.

“About what?” a red sycophant cried. “The secret’s out.”

“Well then, there’s nothing we can do about that.”

“But we could die.”

Brindle’s malt was delivered. He took a long, deep drink and set down the half-empty mug. His cheeks warmed and his ears perked up. Most of the tavern was now waiting for him to say something.

“Listen,” Brindle finally said. “Night always gives way to day. This is a dark moment in our history, but it is not something we won’t survive.”

“But they know how to kill us,” a short green sycophant wailed. “The words are floating around on numerous Lore Coils. Morfit has printed the secret and has placed it in the library, claiming it is a document of importance—our death sentence, a document of importance. Lobs are reporting those who are looking for bones and the locusts are whispering about the soil having reached our land.”

Brindle took another drink and then closed his eyes.

“Please,” he urged. “Keep your hearts light—this is a peak of fear, but potentially a period of great growth. I believe that we will not only be okay, but we will be better because of it.”

Most in the tavern began to cheer and whisper happily.

“Be wise,” Brindle added. “Stay far away from those who would do you harm.”

“The gloam has connected to our home,” a sycophant with an eye patch said. “The armies of Azure are beginning the trek, with the Dearth leading the way.”

“I didn’t say I’m not frightened,” Brindle added. “But my heart is light because of hope. We must remember that without us Foo will fail.”

“It’s hard to believe that in a time like this,” the yellow one mourned.

“And yet it is more true than ever,” Brindle said.

“If we can’t fight for fear of being put in a trance by metal—or worse yet, killed,” a gray sycophant said, “then how do we stop them?”

“I believe it’s up to Leven,” Brindle said.

Brindle answered with such sincere conviction that he created a tremendous Lore Coil. Leven’s name floated out of the tavern, through the hostel, and out over Foo.

“Let’s be ready to help where we can,” Brindle added.

He took a drink from his refilled mug. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, stepped over to Lilly, and threw her back over his shoulder.

“Who’s that?” an orange sycophant asked.

“Nobody you need worry about,” Brindle answered.

Then he smiled, wished them all well, and headed out.
  

Chapter Thirty-Three

The End of Terry and Addy
 

Nobody likes bad news. It’s never nice to be handed a piece of information that will ruin your day. Sadly, we all are told things we’d rather not hear at some point in our lives. You can try to hide from bad news, but it always finds you. Like a starving monkey who knows you possess the last banana on Earth, bad news can cling to you and scream incessantly. Even if the bad news involves someone you don’t care about, there’s still that little bit in the pit of your stomach that wishes you hadn’t heard it.

That’s exactly where Ezra and Dennis found themselves Sunday morning when they were awakened by a knock on their motel door.

The sun was just coming up and the ugly orange curtains covering the windows were beginning to leak light into the room. Ezra had been sleeping on the chair. He sat up and wiped a little morning drool from the corner of his mouth. Dennis jumped out of bed and peeked out between the curtains.

Two police officers were standing there, one male, the other female. The male officer had a thick mustache and the female had a thin one. There was a squad car parked in the spot next to the room.

“Cops,” he whispered fiercely to Ezra. “Be quiet and don’t say anything.”

Dennis threw on his white shirt and wrinkle-free pants.

“What am I going to say?” Ezra growled. “We’re pinched. I bet that fat woman gave us up.”

“Just don’t say anything,” Dennis repeated.

Dennis’s hands began to tremble. He skipped putting on his shoes and opened the door. Dennis clasped his hands behind his back and stood up straight. His bald head glinted brightly in the morning sun. Luckily both officers were wearing sunglasses. Ezra climbed up onto the latch for the door chain and pushed himself close to the wall to listen. He was only a few inches from Dennis’s left ear.

“Is there a problem?” Dennis asked.

“I’m afraid so,” the female cop said. She had a badge that read Elma, and her partner’s name tag said Keane.

Officer Keane cleared his voice. “We’re sorry to bother you, but do you know a Terrell Hillary Graph?”

“I don’t know anyone . . . you mean Terry?” Dennis asked.

“Perhaps,” Officer Elma answered. “He was staying in the room next door.”

“Yes,” Dennis said cautiously. “That’s Terry.”

“And Adelia Wilbury Graph?” Officer Keane asked.

“Addy,” Dennis answered, an awful feeling coming up in his throat like a sour meal.

“There’s been an accident,” Officer Keane said. “Very late last night.”

“An accident?” Dennis asked, wishing he could sit down.

“From what we can put together,” Officer Keane explained, “and we’re still going over eyewitness reports, but it was real dark, and according to one source Terrell and Adelia were driving down the interstate, swerved to . . . um, hit a stray dog, and ran headfirst into a semi truck delivering adult undergarments.”

“Diapers,” Officer Elma added.

“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but they didn’t make it,” Officer Keane clarified. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

Dennis couldn’t believe it. He stood there with his mouth hanging open.

“Say something,” Ezra hissed.

“I can’t believe it,” Dennis finally said. “How did you find me?”

“There were a few things that survived,” Officer Elma answered, nodding towards their patrol car.

Dennis looked at the cop car.

“We traced Terrell and Adelia to this motel,” Officer Elma continued. “The clerk told us you were an acquaintance of theirs.”

“Ask them about the robe,” Ezra whispered.

Dennis waved Ezra away as if he were scratching his own left cheek.

“Are you okay?” Officer Keane asked, concerned.

“Just itchy,” Dennis answered.

Ezra put his right hand over his single eye and sighed.

“It has been dry,” Officer Elma said. “How well did you know them?”

“We . . . I didn’t know them well,” Dennis said sadly. “They gave me a ride.”

“Do you know if they had family?” Officer Elma asked.

Dennis was about to mention Leven, but Ezra’s persistent hissing stopped him.

“No,” Dennis answered. “I don’t think they did.”

“The license plate on their car was from Oklahoma,” Officer Keane said. “Is that home?”

“I think so,” Dennis said, rubbing his bald head. “I think it was home for them.”

“Ask him about the robe,” Ezra demanded in a whisper.

Dennis ignored Ezra. “It’s just so sad.”

“Again,” Officer Keane said, “sorry to be the bearer of bad news. If you have any other information that might help us track down family or friends of theirs, please let us know.”

Officer Keane turned to his partner and she pulled a business card from her front shirt pocket and handed it to Dennis.

“And if you remember anything immediately, we’ll be right next door getting a cup of coffee at Denny’s.”

“Thanks,” Dennis said, closing the door.

Dennis leaned against the closed door and hung his head. He breathed in deep and then exhaled, trying to blow away the heavy feeling in the room.

Ezra looked at him.

“I can’t believe it,” Dennis said sadly.

“I know,” Ezra agreed. “Terry’s middle name was Hillary?”

Dennis stared at Ezra in disbelief. “You are the worst person I know.”

“Then why do you stick around?” Ezra asked.

Dennis looked around the room and then back at Ezra.

“Because I’m probably the second worst,” Dennis answered. “This is horrible—one minute they’re alive and the next they’re gone. It’s so sad.”

“I know,” Ezra said. “We needed that robe.”

“You’re the worst person,” Dennis scolded.

“Well, you’re the second worst,” Ezra mocked. “And if you were capable of any real malice you would’ve asked where the robe was.”

“I didn’t need to,” Dennis said sadly.

“What do you mean?” Ezra barked. “We needed that robe.”

“No,” Dennis explained. “I didn’t need to ask because I could see it in the back of their squad car.”

“Fantastic,” Ezra laughed. “Those goobers left the car while they’re getting coffee.”

“I’m not breaking into a police car,” Dennis argued.

“I can’t do it!” Ezra screamed. “I’ve only got one leg.”

“You’ve got two,” Dennis growled. “One’s just metal.”

“What a nob,” Ezra yelled. “I’d kill you if I were taller. We have to get that robe.”

“I’ll check if their car door’s unlocked,” Dennis said. “But we can’t just break into a police car.”

“So that’s the extent of what you’ll do?” Ezra sniffed. “Bold—no wonder you ended up where you did.”

Dennis blew off Ezra’s response and opened the motel door. He looked out carefully. There were only four other vehicles in the parking lot aside from the police car.

Dennis could see the Denny’s next door. He could also see through the windows. The two cops were currently sitting at the bar with their backs towards the glass.

Dennis slipped out of the room and walked up to the police car. He could see the robe sitting in a box next to the back window.

“Try the door!” Ezra yelled.

Dennis bent down as if tying shoelaces on his bare feet. As he stood back up he grabbed the car door handle and pulled.

It was locked.

Dennis stood up straight and looked back towards the motel door.

“Try the other doors!” Ezra ordered.

Dennis reached for the other door and yanked the handle quickly. It too was locked, and so were the two doors on the other side of the car. Dennis turned and headed back into the motel room.

“Get back out there,” Ezra commanded. “If you can’t do this, what good are you?”

“The doors are locked.”

“Thank goodness you aren’t in charge of anything really important,” Ezra sneered. “I want to get to Foo, and we might not be able to do that without that robe.”

“It’s a police car,” Dennis argued.

“It’s a police car,” Ezra mimicked. “What’s that thing at the top of your neck, anyway?”

Ezra jumped out of the motel room and hobbled with remarkable speed up to the rear right tire of the squad car. He climbed up the tire tread and onto the top of the wheel. From there he swung out and grabbed ahold of the gas tank door and then inched up onto the bottom edge of the back window.

Ezra tapped rapidly against the glass with the top of his head.

It did nothing.

Ezra began to scratch at the glass with his metal leg.

“Someone’s going to see you,” Dennis warned, stepping up to the car and leaning down to whisper to Ezra.

“Someone’s going to see you and wonder if you could possibly be any paler,” Ezra insulted him. “This isn’t working. Break the window.”

“No,” Dennis said.

“When are you getting a spine implant?” Ezra said, disgusted. “I’m going in.”

“What?”

“I’m going in.”

Ezra jabbed his head into the seal beneath the back door window. He burrowed into the seal, wriggling and working his way down into the door’s insides.

“What are you doing?” Dennis whispered with concern.

Ezra didn’t answer—he was far too busy crawling through the door’s innards.

“This is so stupid,” Dennis complained. “There’s no way you can get in there.”

Ezra appeared in the backseat of the squad car. He looked out of the window towards Dennis. He smiled, but it wasn’t a friendly, next-door-neighbor type of smile. It was more like a deranged,
 I-can’t-wait-to-berate-you type of smile.

Ezra climbed up into the back window and pulled the dark
 purple robe out of a shallow open box. The robe was charred and wrinkled, but it looked to be mostly intact.

Ezra slowly dragged the robe across the backseat and up to the door. He looked around for a latch to open the door. Dennis could see him scream something, but he couldn’t hear him clearly through the glass.

“There’s no way to unlock it from inside!” Dennis shouted through the glass. “It’s a police car. Just get out. They’ll be coming back.”

Ezra gestured wildly.

“I can’t hear you,” Dennis screamed back. “Get out.”

Ezra continued to mouth the same thing over and over: “Break the glass.”

“I’m not breaking the glass,” Dennis insisted. “Get out.”

Dennis could see inside the coffee shop. The cops were getting up from their bar stools and moving towards the front of the restaurant.

“Get out!” Dennis yelled. “They’re coming.”

Ezra just kept mouthing, “Break the glass,” over and over.

The cops were almost out of the restaurant. Dennis looked around angrily. He spotted a good-sized rock sitting in the sad-
 looking motel landscaping. He picked up the rock and knocked it against the window. A large crack spread across the glass.

“Harder,” Ezra mouthed.

Dennis pulled back and slammed the rock into the window again. The glass pushed inward and shattered over the backseat and on top of Ezra. Dennis reached in and grabbed the robe. He pulled it out, extracting both the robe and Ezra, who was clinging to its edge.

“They’re coming,” Ezra screamed.

Dennis tossed the robe under the police car.

“Hey!” Officer Keane yelled. “Hold up there.”

Dennis stood up straight.

Both officers ran across the parking lot and up to the squad car. Officer Elma looked at the shattered window and pulled out her gun.

“What happened?” Officer Keane asked frantically.

Dennis shook slightly.

“Did you see anyone?” Officer Elma asked.

“There was a guy,” Dennis said.

“A guy?” Officer Elma said, putting her gun back into her holster and pulling out a pen and pad. “Anything else?”

“He was tall,” Dennis offered.

“This neighborhood’s going to the dogs,” she growled.

“I know, and it used to be so nice. Of course, the whole world is falling apart,” Officer Keane tisked. “Did you see his face?”

Dennis shook his head.

“What was he wearing?” Officer Elma asked.

Dennis looked down at himself. “A white shirt and tan pants.”

“No-good punk,” Officer Keane cursed.

Officer Elma’s radio sounded. She pushed a button and responded by shouting out some numbers.

“We gotta go,” Officer Keane translated. “More trouble on the interstate. You have our card.”

The two cops hopped into their damaged squad car and pulled out of the parking lot with their lights blazing, not noticing the robe they had been parked over.

Dennis just stood there.

After thirty seconds Ezra crawled out from under the robe.

“Wow,” Ezra laughed. “You’re quite the criminal. You had no problem giving your own self up. What a useless wad.”

“I was just being honest. Besides, I got you out of the car,” Dennis reminded him.

“I got me out,” Ezra replied. “You just wielded a rock when I told you to.”

Dennis picked up the robe and looked at the material. The deep purple color was as rich and textured as a Magic Eye puzzle. Dennis felt that if he stared at the fabric long enough he’d be able to see patterns and pictures that were not visible to the naked eye.

“Terry and Addy are gone,” Dennis said seriously.

“Then you’ve got some practicing to do,” Ezra said coldly. “Put the robe on.”

“What?”

“Put the robe on.”

“It belongs to Terry.” Dennis’s voice was melancholy.

“He won’t be wearing it ever again,” Ezra sneered. “Now put it on.”

“A little respect,” Dennis said.

“Why?” Ezra asked. “You’ve never done anything to deserve it.”

“I think I like you better when you’re all girlie inside.”

Ezra poked Dennis on his right bare foot.

“Owww.”

“Put it on.”

Dennis slid on the robe. It felt warm and comfortable and it complemented his white shirt and wrinkle-free pants perfectly.

“I never noticed you were so tall,” Ezra said with amazement.

“It’s the robe.”

“Wow!” Ezra exclaimed. “It really improves your image.”

Dennis bent down and reached out his right arm. Ezra jumped into his hand. Dennis looked over at the room where Terry and Addy had once stayed.

“It’s just so weird,” he said softly.

“I know,” Ezra said, amazed. “I never thought there was any way to improve your image.”

“No, that they’re gone.” Dennis shook his head and carried the mean and angry toothpick into the motel room and shut the door.

It is easy to say that Addy and Terry had it coming to them—that their mistakes and wrongdoings ultimately did them in. But those words don’t change the fact that two lives were now gone. Gone was the chance for Terry and Addy to realize what they had done and the opportunity to make peace with it. Gone was the option to make the world a better place instead of leaving it worse off. Gone was the possibility that someday Leven might be able to show his rotten guardians what he had become.

Ultimately, however, Terry and Addy were just plain gone.
  

Chapter Thirty-Four

Evil in a Vest
 

Leven had to blink several times to make sure his eyes were working properly. He focused on the man and tried to make sense of it.

“That’s the Dearth?” Winter whispered.

“It can’t be,” Leven whispered back.

Geth moved to the front of the cage and stared intently at the being Azure had just introduced. He was a short, older man who wore a soft smile and a quaint English cap. The hair showing above his ears was neat and gray, and even in the low light his deep blue eyes could be seen. He had on corduroy pants and a plaid vest over a button-down shirt with rolled-up sleeves. He looked like the kind of person you might find sitting in a pub working on a crossword puzzle on a warm afternoon.

“Good day,” the Dearth said with a British accent.

All three just stared at him.

“Who are you?” Leven finally asked. “Because you’re not the Dearth.”

“Smart lad,” the Dearth spoke. “But you see, I most certainly am. Leave us for a moment, would you please, Azure?”

Azure walked away and the Dearth stepped closer to the cage.

“You can’t be,” Leven argued. “You were all black and oozy, and there was that pus.”

“Please,” the Dearth spoke. “Do you think I would present myself to Reality looking like that? And forgive me for losing myself the last time we spoke. It’s not often that I’m taken by surprise. I was weaker then. Things are much different now. Just look at me.”

“I can’t believe it,” Leven said.

“We’ve done our research,” the Dearth said, smiling.

“Research?” Geth said, disgusted.

“It seems that older men wearing vests and speaking with accents are among the most universally trusted beings. When I walk out into Reality, they will see a harmless old man who is simply happy to be free from Foo. I will smile and thank them and they will freely allow all those behind me to flow into Reality. Only after we’ve moved enough beings out will I show my true self and enslave any who choose to fight against me.”

The Dearth’s bare feet wriggled and oozed into the dirt. A small mound of dirt rose up behind him and created a place for him to sit.

The Dearth sat.

“I don’t understand,” Leven said.

“Of course you don’t,” the Dearth said mildly. “Let me explain.”

“I don’t care,” Leven said, throwing up his hands. “You can take the shape of a basket full of kittens and talk about dirt all day, but just tell me where Clover is.”
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“Ah . . . I’m very sorry ’bout that,” the Dearth spoke. “But you must put the sycophant from your mind, please—’tis the folly of man to care more for their pets than their own blood.”

“Clover’s not my pet.”

“No, no, not anymore,” the Dearth said sadly.

“Where is he?” Winter demanded, tears coming to her eyes. “If he’s dead, we want to see him.”

“Ah, Winter,” the Dearth said softly. “You have become quite lovely. I thought you to be a child, and yet you stand there like a woman.”

Winter’s green eyes dimmed as she blushed.         

“And Geth,” the Dearth continued. “How I wish I had someone with your pluck on my side. You have been put through the hoops and still you stand there proud and determined to do your duty. Admirable—stupid, but admirable.”

“You know it won’t work,” Geth said. “Foo won’t fail.”

The Dearth stared at Geth and spoke in a measured tone. “Even now I can see it in your eyes, Geth. For the first time you realize that just maybe you are wrong and that Foo, alas, is doomed.”

The words were most damaging to Leven and Winter.

“Look,” the Dearth said. “Look at these two. My, how they put stock in what you say. Don’t falter, Geth—your sure footing gives them hope.”

“This is crazy,” Leven said. “You can’t just march into Reality.”

“I can and will,” the Dearth said cheerily.

“They’ll stop you,” Geth said.

“That’s the most interesting part,” the Dearth said. “There’s very little about you, Geth, that I don’t know. For example, your body has been in a state of flux. Growing and shrinking back and forth. You’re aware that part of you is missing, and well, that part is in Reality helping me to ultimately destroy Foo. Even now, what’s left of Sabine is trying to get the attention of your missing piece. And they’ll soon convince thousands of what they should do when I come through.”

“I don’t believe it,” Geth said.

“Yes, you do,” the Dearth countered. “The longing’s release has made our armies passionate and Cusp has been taken even more quickly than I had anticipated. The soil that once belonged to Lith is now connecting to Sycophant Run, and the troops have already begun to march towards the opening that your missing piece has pointed out so clearly. I thought I would have to wriggle around in the soil of Sycophant Run for a while before finding the opening, but thanks to you that isn’t necessary.”

“Where’s Clover?” Leven asked again.

“My goodness,” the Dearth said. “Like a broken record. I should ask you some questions. Like, where’s the key? But you’ve already exposed yourself and we now know the key rests in the remains of Lith. We’ll find it. But it’s a pity, really, it was the only reason we were keeping you alive. You mean nothing to me now.”

Footsteps sounded. Azure was back.

“It’s time,” Azure said respectfully.

The Dearth sighed. “So soon?”

“The soil has settled and the message has been sent,” Azure said.

“Don’t do this, Azure,” Geth said calmly. “You’ll be destroyed just like everyone else.”

“Oh yes,” the Dearth said. “The lithen party line: ‘all hope will die and so will any living being.’ Rubbish. Azure knows that when the dust settles he will stand by my side with unlimited power.”

“Then he’s a dolt,” Geth said. “Mankind cannot survive without hopes and dreams. It is our responsibility as lithens to protect that.”

“It’s not true,” Azure said. “We were brought up on lies, Geth.”

The Dearth gave the three prisoners the once-over.

“Well, I’ve enjoyed our conversation,” he said. “Azure, you may kill Leven and Winter when you please—the last thing we need is for a new Want to mess things up. So extinguish him while he’s still vulnerable. But keep Geth alive, will you? I’m not certain what would happen to his missing part if he were to die now.”

The Dearth tipped his cap to them.

“Cheerio.”

He then walked out, dragging his soiled feet with him.

“Don’t go anywhere,” Azure smirked, following the Dearth from the cavern and into the dark.

“This is bad,” Leven said.

Geth stood silent and still.

“Geth,” Winter said, touching his arm.

Geth didn’t move. His eyes, however, bounced back and forth as if he were a machine trying to process some stubborn information.

“Are you okay?” Leven asked.

Geth’s blue eyes looked like they had been pulled out, stomped on, and then shoved back in.

“I used to believe that the whole of Foo would gladly stand up and defend our home to the very last dream,” Geth whispered. “Now it seems as if everyone is willing to walk into Reality and let it all slip away.”

“I’m not,” Leven insisted.

“Me neither,” Winter said.

Geth smiled faintly. “That makes three of us against the world.”

“I like the odds,” Leven said.

Geth looked at Leven intently. “You’re so much more than you once were. Where’s that boy I used to have to pull along?”

“I don’t know,” Leven replied. “He’s probably somewhere in the past with that toothpick I used to have to drag around.”

Geth breathed in deeply. Color pushed back into his cheeks as if nature was redrawing him. He looked twenty percent more lithen than he had just moments before.

“It’s going to feel great to win this thing,” Geth said seriously.

“You’re telling me,” Winter beamed.

“And listen,” Leven added. “For the record, I’m not going to stop believing that Clover’s still alive and okay.”

“We’ll find him,” Geth declared.

“Then we’ve got to get out of this cage,” Winter noted.

“Can you do anything yet as the Want?” Geth asked Leven. “Anything?”

“No,” Leven answered.

“Then our only chance is to overpower them when they come to kill you two.”

“Real nice,” Winter said.

“I can’t see another way out,” Geth said, pulling on the door again.

“Maybe this will help,” a low voice said from the shadows on the side of the cavern.

Everyone was silent.

“Who said that?” Leven asked.

A thin man in a blue robe holding a heavy rusted sword stepped carefully into the light. Next to him was the same whisp Clover had once lost track of up near the turrets.

Winter rubbed her eyes and choked on her own breath.

“Janet?” Leven said in disbelief.

“You know her?” Winter said in shock.

Janet was already running towards Winter. Janet slipped through the bars and tried desperately to hug Winter—she was crying and wailing and a complete mess. Leven thought she was attacking Winter and tried to shoo her away.

Winter struggled to dry heave her vocal cords back into operation. Tim stepped up to the cage and lifted his sword. Leven and Geth backed away and Tim slammed the sword down against the lock, shattering both the weapon and the latch. Tim shook his arms, pain from the hit causing him to quiver.

“Who are you?” Geth asked.

“We’re here for Winter,” Tim answered. “Come on.”

Tim pulled open the door and Leven and Geth ran out. Winter, however, was still standing there in disbelief. It’s one thing to run into your banker at the bank—they look so normal there and in their proper place. But it is something altogether different to run into your banker at, say, a convention for the preservation of collectable thimbles. And it is something entirely different to run into your neighbor and your nasty guardian in the dark caves of a hidden realm right before you are about to be killed.

Winter’s brain tried to digest what she was seeing but she couldn’t get her voice to work or her legs to move. Tim ran into the cage and, with Swig’s and Leven’s help, pulled Winter out. Tim hugged her and looked into her startled eyes.

“I can’t believe it,” he said. “Are you okay? You’re older.”

Winter still wasn’t able to speak, and poor Janet couldn’t touch or hold Winter because of her whispy condition. All Janet could do was hover around weeping with joy and regret and talking about how grown-up Winter looked.

“You’re here for Winter?” Geth asked happily.

“All the way from Reality,” Tim nodded. “But we’ll gladly help out anyone she’s locked up with.”

“Brilliant,” Geth said. “Let’s stick to the shadows, and step only on the stone.”

They all edged to the far side of the cavern and ran through the shadows. Outside the cavern, the tunnels were bigger and wound in all directions, including up and down.

“Over there,” Tim pointed.

They darted down a dark tunnel and into an alcove stacked with clay jugs. They ducked down behind the containers.

Winter gasped as if breath had finally been breathed into her. Tim put his arm around her.

“How?” Winter asked in amazement. “How did you find me?”

“It wasn’t easy,” Tim laughed.

“And your children,” Winter asked. “Darcy and Rochester, and your wife, are they okay?”

“Last I heard.”

“And you’re with her?” Winter said, disgusted, nodding towards Janet, who was sitting next to her wringing her hands and shaking nervously.

“And me,” Swig pointed out.

“Not that I’m not thankful for you letting us out,” Leven interrupted, “but who are you?”

“It’s a long story,” Tim replied.

“Talk fast,” Geth suggested.

Tim launched into what he had been through as Winter stared at him and Janet in amazement. Tim told them all about Ezra and Dennis and how Sabine had finally perished. He talked about the condition of Reality and how everyone was crazy and nervous about the state of the world. He told them how they had tried to build a gateway but it had only worked once—on him.

“The missing part of me is named Ezra?” Geth asked.

“Yes,” Tim answered. “And his wrath is something to be concerned about.”

Geth looked at all of them. “I used to have issues,” he said.

“Men and their anger,” Winter complained.

“We’ve got to get out of here before our absence is noticed,” Geth said.

“It’s not going to be easy sneaking you three out,” Tim said.

“I’m not getting out yet anyway,” Leven insisted. “I’m not leaving without Clover.”

Winter put her arm around Leven. “I know how you feel, but if we don’t escape, all that Clover has done will be for nothing.”

“You can go,” Leven said steadfastly. “But I’m not. I’m finding Clover.”

“We’ll stay together, then,” Geth said. “Tim, you and Janet would be best to keep acting as if you are with the armies. If they catch you with us, it won’t do anyone any good.”

“I won’t leave Winter,” Janet said.

“You left me plenty of times in Reality,” Winter reminded her, still not believing in Janet’s change of heart or feeling comfortable around her.

Janet began to cry harder.

“I know it’s a lot to take in,” Tim said to Winter. “But she really has changed.”

“And I know I should just accept it, but seeing you and her is still almost impossible to believe,” Winter said.

“Maybe time will help,” Tim said. “We’ll split from you three, to help find your sycophant. We can cover more ground in two groups, and if we’re stopped we can just look confused.”

Janet already did.

“Good, and if you find Clover first, release him and he’ll be able to track us down,” Geth said. “Otherwise we’ll meet you at the gloam.”

“I have no idea what that is,” Tim replied.

“I do,” Swig said.

“It’s where all of Azure’s troops are now heading,” Leven said. “Follow them.”

“Above the gloam there’s a forested cliff on the over side. We’ll meet you at the top of that,” Geth said.

Tim hugged Winter and Winter tried to smile at Janet.

“I’m so sorry,” Janet cried.

Winter didn’t know what to do. Tim, Swig, and Janet moved out from behind the jugs and ran quickly.

“Any idea where we should start looking for Clover?” Geth asked Leven.

“I’ve got no feeling whatsoever,” Leven answered. “I wish—”

Winter held up her hand. “Someone’s coming.”

The sound of dozens of soldiers marching nearer swirled around their ears.

“There are some coming from the other direction as well,” Geth said.

The noise increased until both groups of soldiers were right in front of the alcove.

“You,” they heard Azure say. “Take your regiment and join those marching to Sycophant Run. Make sure all of you carry weapons. The Dearth will travel with you.”

“As you desire,” a deep-voiced rant replied. “Do we wear our blindfolds?”

“That won’t be necessary. Cusp has folded.”

“What about the rants who are wounded?”

“Everyone is being moved out,” Azure said. “You are some of the last. We’re marching on. I’ll join you as soon as I take care of a couple of . . . loose ends.”

“What about the—”

“No more questions,” Azure interrupted. “Go.”

All the soldiers marched up while Azure headed down.

“Let’s wait a second before . . .” Geth started to say.

Leven wasn’t in the mood to wait. He grabbed one of the empty clay jugs. Moving as quickly and silently as he could, he charged down the tunnel in Azure’s direction.

Azure looked back, thinking Leven was just another rant. “What now? I said . . .”

Leven had not been brought up by nice people. He had never really been taught to be kind to others. In fact, on a number of occasions Terry had told him that kindness was only for rich people who needed tax write-offs. Despite the bad upbringing, Leven was well aware of right and wrong. And despite how wrong it might sound, Leven had never felt quite as right as when he slammed that clay jug into Azure’s head, knocking him out cold.

Azure fell to the ground as shards of the broken container clanked and chirped against the stone floor.

Winter came running up behind Leven. She looked down at Azure and then back at Leven. Geth joined them. Leven grinned at them both.

“Sorry, I couldn’t wait,” Leven said.

“I can see that,” Geth said.

“I have a plan,” Leven admitted. “Quick, grab his feet.”

Geth grabbed Azure’s feet and Leven took his arms while Winter picked up his kilve. They ran down the tunnel and past the cavern they had been held in.

“Aren’t you going to lock him up?” Winter said.

“No.”

Leven and Geth carried Azure into the organ room. The poor nit was still chained to the organ. He shook when he saw Leven and Geth carrying Azure in such a way.

“Don’t say a word,” Winter said to the nit, catching on to what Leven was thinking and waving Azure’s kilve.

Winter opened the door on the candor box and Leven and Geth crammed Azure into it. Leven shut the door and slid the thick bolt to lock it.

“Play something,” Leven ordered the nit.

“But I can’t just . . .”

“Play something and we will cut you free before we go.”

The nit began to play the organ. The sound was mellow and deep. Leven could feel the notes in his own chest.

Through the holes they could see Azure begin to stir. His head swayed and then his eyes popped open. The shock of his predicament caused him to shake and curse violently. He beat against the inside of the box.

“How dare you?” Azure said, his anger mellowing in the soothing music. “How . . .”

Leven stepped up to the holes and smiled.

“Do you know what I’m going to ask you?” Leven questioned.

Azure relaxed even further.

“Lower,” Leven told the organist.

The music became even deeper and softer. It felt to Leven as if he were standing on an air-hockey table, hovering slightly.

“Do you know what I’m going to ask you?” he repeated.

“Yes,” Azure said reluctantly.

“What?” Leven questioned.

“About your sycophant,” Azure answered unwillingly.

“Is he okay?”

Azure was trying to stop himself, but he couldn’t; the candor box was working perfectly. “Clover’s . . . Clover’s . . .”

Leven pounded on the box. “Is he okay?”

Azure relaxed completely and gave in.

“Clover is . . .”
  

Chapter Thirty-Five

Connecting with the Dearth
 

It’s not easy to know or predict exactly what’s coming. Tomorrow’s full of hope, but certainty? Who knows? What’s up ahead could potentially be anything. I suppose that’s part of what makes life so interesting. If I knew that next Thursday at three fourteen I would be receiving an award for good posture, that would be great. But I’d probably get so nervous I would start slouching and the award would then be given to someone with a straighter back. I don’t like to think about such horrific things—and good posture is nothing to joke about.

Neither, of course, is predicting the future.

Some people on TV claim they can see your future. I’ve seen a man who throws down silverware and reads the patterns it makes on the ground to get an idea of tomorrow’s weather. And once, a woman with long hair and a deck of playing cards told me she could see my future. She went on and on about how someday someone would be holding this exact book and reading this very line at this very moment.

Eerie, isn’t it?

I should thank you for being a part of my future, but first I must warn you about a piece of the past. You see, it seems that when Sabine was killed, the faint marks left on Dennis’s skin began to take on a life of their own. They had been shifting silently across Dennis’s body, but now they wanted to say something. And what they wanted to say had everything to do with the future. And whereas predicting the future isn’t always exact, the images and words forming on Dennis’s bald head were dead-on. Unfortunately, Dennis was too tall for Ezra to see the top of his head and because of that, the information printed on his scalp had so far gone undetected.

Until now.

Dennis scratched his shaved head. His brain was buzzing with anticipation and unease. He was not taking the death of Terry and Addy well. Despite how rotten they were, they were still humans and their deaths were sad to Dennis. But almost as unsettling was the fact that now Dennis would have to step up and play Terry’s role.

Dennis was not one to seek the spotlight, but the robe helped. He looked over at Ezra. The skinny toothpick was polishing his paper-clip leg. Ezra liked his new appendage. It wasn’t as responsive as his other leg, but it was sharp at the end and, as Ezra had cackled many times, “Indestructible!”

“It’s still a paper clip,” Dennis said in an effort to humble Ezra.

“You’re still just a fleshy bag of disappointment.”

“This is going to be hard to pull off,” Dennis said.

“Why do you even speak?” Ezra replied.

The motel room was cold, and the smell of bleach permeated the air. Ezra and Dennis had been trying to work on their plan, but it kept turning into a shouting match with Ezra demanding that Dennis be tested for actual brain function and Dennis threatening to break Ezra in half.

“It’s not much of a plan,” Dennis said for the tenth time. “It seems like a spotty way to build an army.”

“Have you ever felt good about yourself?” Ezra said, disgusted. “You more than anyone should know that people need to believe in something. We’ll just give them something new to believe in.”

“You yourself said you don’t know that much about Foo.”

“I know enough!” Ezra yelled. “I know Geth’s there, living an emotionally balanced life while I suffer. I know he came here for Leven, and I know that I will never rest until Geth is made to pay for what he did. I was part of a perfectly good tree; now look at me.”

Ezra hobbled in a sad little circle on the top of the dresser. He coughed twice, trying to really sell the fact that he was pathetic. Dennis just stared at him.

“I get it. You’ve been terribly wronged.”

“Terribly,” Ezra sniffed.

“That’s still not going to make people want to join up with you. In fact, it will probably make them want to do just the opposite,” Dennis argued. “So we tell them about Foo, we preach about the opening in the Blue Hole Lake, and then what?”

“I’m being completely honest when I say that I wish I was working with a stuffed cactus instead of you.”

“You would be refuse on the street if it wasn’t for me,” Dennis said.

“Refuse?” Ezra yelled. “Who are you, the queen of England? Well, I’d rather be refuse than trash.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Once again I have to explain the obvious to you,” Ezra spat. “It means you are a wet spine of an individual and even your hair was smarter than you, seeing how it got out while it could.”

“My hair has nothing to do with this,” Dennis said hotly. “How about I pick you up and flush you down the toilet?”

“You wouldn’t—”

Dennis silenced Ezra by pinching his mouth closed. He picked up Ezra and held him out in front of him as if he were a dirty sock. Dennis headed for the bathroom. Ezra thrashed and kicked, trying to scratch at Dennis’s hand as he carried him. The purple plastic topper on his head wiggled wildly. Ezra reached down with his arms and grabbed hold of his metal leg. He strained to bend it slightly. With a bend in the leg Ezra was able to kick up and jab the paper clip into Dennis’s fingers.

His second kick drew blood.

“Owwwww!” Dennis yelled, dropping Ezra to the ground. “That really hurt.”

Ezra dashed as quickly as he could under the dresser, looking much less feeble than before.

Dennis reached down for him, but Ezra was too quick. He ran to Dennis’s foot, opened his tiny mouth, and bit down on the back of his ankle.

“Ahhhhh!” Dennis screamed.

Ezra dashed under the bed, hollering like a warrior.

“Come out!” Dennis yelled.

Ezra was suddenly quiet.

“Come on,” Dennis insisted. “Where are you?”

Dennis dropped to his knees and looked under the bed. A soft noise sounded from behind him.

“Whissssh.”

Dennis scuttled around on his hands and knees and checked under the dresser.

“This is ridiculous,” Dennis fumed. “Where are you?”

“Whisssssh.”

Dennis quickly flipped around and lifted the end of the comforter up and looked back under the bed. Ezra had jumped up and stuck himself in the comforter, hiding himself in the ugly pattern printed on it. He was now perched inches away from Dennis’s bald head.

“Come on,” Dennis said, peering beneath the bed. “You’re being a baby.”

Ezra leaned forward and opened his mouth to take a bite of Dennis’s scalp. The faint bits of darkness moved across Dennis’s head like flickering ticker tape.

Ezra held his bite mid-chomp.

“What’s that?” Ezra asked.

Dennis lifted his head and stared Ezra directly in his single eye.

“What’s what?” Dennis asked, amazed at how well Ezra blended into the comforter.

“Your typically washed-out head is spelling stuff,” Ezra said.

“What?”

“Your bald head,” Ezra exclaimed. “It’s finally saying something worthwhile.”

“What are you talking about?” Dennis jumped up and ran to the mirror hanging on the wall. He tried to look at the top of his head but he couldn’t see it clearly.

Ezra climbed up on top of the bed and jumped over to Dennis. He caught hold of the back of Dennis’s pants and pulled himself up the back of Dennis’s shirt as if it were a cargo net. He reached Dennis’s neck and moved to glance into the mirror too.

“I can’t see anything,” Dennis said.

“Don’t you have a makeup compact?”

“What?”

“One of those makeup mirrors,” Ezra explained.

“Why would I have a makeup mirror?” Dennis asked, confused.

“’Cause you’re a girl,” Ezra said.

“You’re the one who’s always crying.”

“I’ll bite your neck.”

“I’ll shove you down the sink,” Dennis said angrily.

They both growled at each other for a few minutes until Dennis had had enough.

“This is stupid.”

“It’s pronounced I’m, not this.”

“Come on,” Dennis said, trying to keep his cool. “Knock it off. Now, what does my head say?”

Ezra climbed up the side of Dennis’s head.

“Do you mind sitting down?” Ezra asked. “It’s windy up here.”

Dennis sat down on the floor, crossing his legs and leaning up against the side of the bed.

“Does it really say . . .”

“Shhhhh,” Ezra insisted.
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Ezra was standing on the top of Dennis’s head. He pivoted on his metal leg, looking over the complete scalp. Ezra moved his arms and hands as if he were a fortune-teller looking into a crystal ball.

“What do you see?” Dennis whispered.

“Lots of things,” Ezra replied. “Can you feel the images?”

“No,” Dennis answered. “I used to feel them more when Sabine was still alive. They were darker then.”

“Sabine still lives in you,” Ezra said with a hushed awe. “It’s faint, but I can see what he knew.”

“Sabine can’t live in me.”

“Whoooaa,” Ezra said. “When you said that, the markings on your scalp went wild.”

“Can you make it stop?” Dennis sounded concerned.

“Are you kidding?” Ezra snapped. “This is just what we were looking for.”

“What?”

“All of Foo and everything we need to know is right here,” Ezra said, thrilled.

“I don’t want that on my head.”

“You have no choice,” Ezra demanded. “This is what we need. Now, stop talking and let me read it.”

“I’m still not happy,” Dennis insisted.

“How could you be?” Ezra sniffed. “Look at you.”

Dennis shook his head with disgust and Ezra wobbled.

“Will you let me read?” Ezra asked indignantly.

Dennis sat still and closed his eyes. He could see his old life. He could see the many days and years he had put into being a janitor at the law firm of Snooker and Woe. He could see all the many people passing him in the hall and trying as hard as they could to not make eye contact. He could see his parents’ disappointment in him as he grew up.

“I’ve always hated the way I looked,” Dennis said honestly, letting some real feelings slip out.

“Why are you telling me?” Ezra asked. “I’m not Oprah.”

Dennis had never been the big man on campus or even the slightly significant guy at any school. He couldn’t remember anything in his childhood being warm or thrilling or good for his self-esteem. And nothing in his adulthood had been much better. He had settled at almost every point and turn in his life. Even what he wore was a clear sign that he had no personal opinion or taste with any flavor to it.

“What do you see?” he finally asked.

“Apparently Foo is much more than I have felt or could remember,” Ezra said excitedly. “Wow. Do you know somebody called the Dearth?”

“How would I know anyone from Foo?” Dennis asked.

“Sabine was looking for the gateway to bring the Dearth here.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“Whatever the Dearth is,” Ezra said, “it’s incredibly powerful.”

“So what should we do?”

“Shhhhh,” Ezra snapped, his purple hair twisting lightly as he read Dennis’s head. “Amazing. I think I like this Dearth guy. This is going to be perfect.”

“What’s going to be perfect?”

“Our plan,” Ezra cackled. “We will prepare the masses to welcome the Dearth. Then when he comes through I’ll explain to him how I answer to no one and that he now answers to me.”

Ezra pumped his tiny fist.

“A toothpick will rule the world,” Ezra growled. “And Geth will die knowing that the anger he shed ended up with everything.”

“You got all that from my forehead?” Dennis asked, amazed.

“Don’t wait around for a thanks,” Ezra said. “We’ve got work to do.”

Ezra jumped from Dennis’s head onto the bed. He leaned down and straightened his metal leg.

“And what’s in it for me?” Dennis asked boldly.

“You’ll be co-ruler of the world. Duh,” Ezra said.

Dennis imagined a future where he had confidence in himself. He could see something coming into view, and no one was more surprised by the possibility than Dennis himself.

ii

The sun coming up over the flat, barren desert was beautiful. The starkness of the scene was awe inspiring in a steal-your-breath type of way. Tumbleweeds smacked up against the interstate guardrails. The wind would tease them and then pick them up and send them onto the freeway, where unsuspecting cars and trucks would obliterate them head-on.

Dennis watched a jackrabbit jump from its hole, run across the blowing dirt, and descend into another hole. The wind made Dennis’s soul feel even more unsettled.

“I have no idea what I’m doing,” he said to himself.

Ezra was sleeping in the pocket of Dennis’s dark robe. Ezra had taken to the pocket, calling it the perfect place for a toothpick of his stature to rest. Dennis had taken to the robe as a whole. He felt good wearing it. Unlike the dark shawl that Sabine had once been, Terry’s robe was comforting and made Dennis feel strong in a different type of way.

A large commercial tent had been delivered and set up on a small piece of land across the street from Blue Hole Lake. The tent was white with thick blue stripes running up and down all over it. Inside Dennis had set up fifty folding chairs and placed a wobbly podium at the front. The dirt field outside of the tent could easily accommodate hundreds of cars if the need arose. Dennis was standing in the parking lot looking out towards Blue Hole Lake. The lot felt incredibly empty.

“Hey,” Dennis said, smacking the pocket Ezra was sleeping in. “Get up. How are we planning to get people here?”

“I’m tired,” Ezra growled.

“You’re a toothpick,” Dennis snapped back. “Toothpicks don’t get tired. They get used and then discarded.”

“Thank you for the fascinating explanation of toothpicks,” Ezra mocked, climbing out of the robe pocket and looking around. His purple tassel was smashed on one side, giving him bed head.

“Your hair’s a mess,” Dennis said.

“Your smell’s offensive,” Ezra replied.

“Come on,” Dennis insisted. “Can’t we get past the childish insults?”

Ezra shrugged. “Stop making it so easy.”

“How are we getting people here?” Dennis asked again.

“Remember those flyers we made?” Ezra said slowly.

“People aren’t going to see a flyer on their car windshield and say, ‘Hey, this looks interesting. Let’s go.’”

“Really?” Ezra said. “Then who’s that?”

A beat-up red truck was pulling into the dirt parking lot. It stopped near the side of the tent and a woman wearing shorts and a tank top got out. She had short legs and spiky hair.

“Who are you?” she asked Dennis.

“I’m Denn . . . Professor Wizard,” Dennis said uncomfortably, using the name they had put on the flyer.

Dennis and Ezra had argued for hours over what stage name he should use. Dennis thought he should be Professor Shock; Ezra thought that the name Today’s Wizard would bring many more curious people to the tent. In the end they compromised, and Professor Wizard had been created. Ezra had also wanted Dennis to carry a wand, but Dennis had put his foot down, altering his image only by always wearing the robe.

“Is it true what the paper said?” the woman asked.

Dennis nodded.

“You know why everything’s happening?” she said. “Them bugs and dirt and all that windy cloud stuff?”

“Say something comforting,” Ezra whispered from behind Dennis’s left ear.

“I do,” Dennis answered.

“That’s probably the only time in your life you’ll get a chance to say that,” Ezra quipped.

“What’s happening, Professor?” she asked earnestly.

Dennis looked around before remembering he was the professor.

“What’s happening?” she asked again. “My sister was picked up by bugs two weeks ago. Normally I would have thought she was just making stuff up, like the time when she claimed she saw Gandhi in soap scum around her tub, but she was telling the truth. Even the news talked to her.”

Ezra started to whisper and Dennis talked.

“It’s okay,” Dennis said. “I’m going to introduce you to a new word—Foo.”

“Foo?”

Two more cars pulled into the parking lot.

“Come inside,” Dennis said. “I think you’ll want to hear this.”

The woman followed Dennis into the tent and took a seat in the front row. Dennis stepped behind the podium and gripped the edges. The other people had made their way in. There was a man and a woman, both with long hair and vests, and there were also two women holding onto each other for support. They stepped timidly into the tent, both of them clutching their purses as if Dennis was going to pounce on them and wrestle the purses away.

“Come in,” Dennis waved. “Have a seat.”

Everyone sat down.

“Tell us what you think it is,” the spiky-haired woman shouted.

Dennis’s hands trembled and then, as if a strong sedative were kicking in, his body began to warm up and settle down. He looked at the people’s faces. Everyone appeared eager to hear what he was going to say next. He loved the feeling. Coupled with the sensation of the robe, it was almost enough to lift him from the ground.

“What are you doing?” the long-haired man pointed.

“I’m . . .”

“Floating,” one of the timid women said. “He’s floating.”

“Is it a trick?” the spiky-haired woman asked.

Dennis looked down, surprised to see his feet dangling in the air. He was only a few inches off the ground, but he was most definitely floating.

“Say something,” Ezra insisted in a whisper. “Follow my words.”

“No,” Dennis said aloud.

The small crowd looked at him in awe.

“No?” the vest-wearing woman asked.

“No, I mean I can find my own words,” Dennis said, directing his comment to Ezra, but allowing the crowd to hear it.

“I believe you,” the spiky-haired woman uttered. “Say your own words.”

“There’s a place,” Dennis said. “A fantastic place, a place where all the oddities that now plague us have come from.”

“What place?” the second timid woman asked.

“Foo.”

The few spectators began to mumble and whisper amongst themselves.

Dennis raised his hands and smiled. His body lowered to the ground and he had never felt so surefooted. He recalled all the things Ezra had explained to him from the markings on his head.

“The bugs are called sarus.”

“The bugs that picked up my sister?”

Dennis nodded. He went on, “And the clouds that are messing with planes are called hazen.”

“What about those windy monsters we keep dreaming about?” the timid women asked in unison. “We can’t stop dreaming about them.”

“Telts,” Dennis said. “They are telts, and the creatures that rise from the dirt are called avalands.”

“How can you know that?” the vested man asked. “You’re just making it up.”

“I know about it because I know about Foo.”

“So you’re, like, prophetic?” the spiky-haired woman asked in a hushed tone.

Dennis didn’t react to the question.

“What else do you think you know?” the man asked skeptically.

“I know that in a short while the inhabitants of Foo will begin to spill into our world, bringing things far more odd and dangerous than bugs and clouds,” Dennis said solemnly. “I know that unless we are ready, we will be in grave danger.”

Everyone shivered.

“When you say spill, how do you mean?” the vested woman asked.

“There is a small lake right across the field,” Dennis said.

“Blue Hole?” the man asked.

“Yes,” Dennis answered. “Shortly the water will drain and thousands will shoot up from the caves below.”

“And they hate us?” one of the timid women asked.

Dennis began to float again. He hovered in the air like a weak balloon caught in a small draft.

“How do you do that?” the man asked.

All of the women “Ahhhed.”

“Is there a wire?” the man questioned further.

Not patient enough to wait for an answer, the man got up and walked around Dennis. He waved his hand beneath Dennis’s feet and looked closely for wires above him.

“I gotta tell someone!” he shouted. “What’s this place called, the one that’s going to spill?”

“Foo,” Dennis said with authority.

“Foo,” the two timid women whispered reverently.

Dennis lifted his arms up and, moved by the moment, clapped his hands. The small gathering instantly reacted, running for the tent exit. In less than ten seconds Dennis and Ezra were alone again.

“Wow,” Ezra said. “That was even easier than I anticipated. But I still think you should have listened to me.”

“This is all real,” Dennis said softly. “Foo, Geth, Leven, and us having power? It’s all real.”

“I’ve been telling you,” Ezra said.

“I know,” Dennis replied. “But now I can feel it. It was like I was speaking about something I knew personally.”

“Don’t get all hopped up on your new ability to feel,” Ezra insisted. “Now, sit down and let me read your head. If I’m right, people will be coming back and you’ll need more information. I want a huge gathering to snuff out this Dearth character and make me king.”

“The USA doesn’t have a king,” Dennis pointed out.

“Foo S of A does,” Ezra said loudly.

“Foo S of A? That’s horrible,” Dennis scoffed. “Have you been thinking of that for long?”

“It came to me a couple of nights ago,” Ezra said, bothered. “It’s not bad.”

“It’s awful.”

Dennis sat down on a folding chair and let Ezra hop on top of his head.

“Let’s see what we’ve got,” Ezra said excitedly.

Dennis listened to Ezra as he read the top of his mind.
  

Chapter Thirty-Six

One-Word Answers
 

The power of a single word can be amazing. I suppose it’s not often thought about, seeing as how the world is filled with words and often their value can seem insignificant. Words are everywhere. They litter the sides of buildings, occupy armies of signs, and decorate millions of pithy T-shirts. Computers and magazines spit out more pointless words these days than at any other time in history. Sure, there are some good words in there somewhere, but it’s not always pleasant to dig around looking for them.

That, to me, is the reason why a single word properly placed is so powerful. If you are down on a knee waiting for your soul mate to respond to your proposal of marriage, yes is a pretty fantastic three-letter word, whereas no with its two tiny letters could ruin your mood for months, if not years. The word fire is comforting if you’ve just come in from a long day of snow skiing. But it is far less
 enjoyable to hear if you are standing in front of a firing squad after being interrogated for hours about where you were on the night of October 13th and why there is blood on your shirt.

For the last time, I was at the library and it was jam.

Single words can be very powerful, and there was certainly great impact in the single word that Azure finally uttered from the candor box:

“ . . . alive.”

Leven felt his entire body drop two inches before catching itself. Winter smiled like it was Christmas and she was opening the cutest pony on the block. And Geth, well, he clapped his hands, which for a lithen is pretty out of control.

“Clover’s alive?” Leven asked, wanting to make sure he had heard right.

“Yes,” Azure said defeatedly, his ear bleeding badly.

“He’s alive?”

“Yes.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

Leven jumped. “Where is he?”

“Down below us,” Azure answered, his face scrunched and confused.

“Who has him?” Leven asked.

“He’s locked up.”

“Where?”

“In the infirmary storage cabinet.”

“Why?”

“We were going to run tests on him.”

Leven wanted to dash around the room screaming with joy, but Geth cut him off.

“We should go quickly. Leave Azure—with any luck, no one will ever free him.”

“The nit,” Leven said, pointing towards the organist.

Geth broke the nit’s shackles with Azure’s kilve, and the four of them left the room. Not surprising to any of them, the organist split from the pack and ran to find his own way out. The caves and caverns were much quieter now and had a deserted feeling to them.

“How do we get down?” Leven asked.

“There,” Winter pointed.

A thin tunnel between two fatter ones sloped down steeply. They waited behind a stone archway as four rants approached.

“If I took down the two biggest, could you and Winter get the others?” Geth whispered to Leven.

“Is that a challenge?” Leven asked. “Because . . .”

Winter was already charging into the largest rant. The element of surprise worked well. She knocked him over, slamming the back of his head up against the stone wall. He went down hard. One of the other rants grabbed Winter by her hair and yanked her head backwards. He let go the moment Geth connected the kilve to his gut and then spun it around to knock him out cold with the other end. Leven was wrestling a third one to the ground, and Geth finished him off by cracking the kilve over his skull. The last rant had Winter by the wrist and was flinging her sideways. Leven charged the rant and grabbed him around the neck. Winter twisted free and applied an amazingly solid kick to the rant’s right side while Geth hit his legs out from beneath him.

They dragged all four of the rants to a trash hole near the
 archway. They stripped them out of their robes and shoved them into the trash hole. Leven had never seen a rant without its robe on. The sight was amazing and concerning. Two of the rants were half windy telt; one was half-monkey, half-man; and the other was half-man, half female president. The seams between the rants’ two sides looked like stretched-out scars.

“If they get to Reality will they be made whole?” Leven asked.

“They’ll die,” Geth said, slipping on a blue robe. “But the Dearth has promised them they’ll be fixed.”

“This robe’s way too big,” Winter said, drowning in the robe she had put on.

“It looks great,” Leven said, putting on his own.

They flipped their hoods up and, dressed as part of Azure’s army, ran across the juncture and down the skinny tunnel Winter had previously pointed to. The path curved and descended even further, opening into a long cavern filled with empty beds.

“This place is amazing,” Leven said. “Why would they leave it?”

“Too much stone,” Geth replied. “The Dearth needs soil to sustain himself and control others. The cavern worked for Azure, but not for the Dearth.”

“I have no idea where the infirmary is,” Leven admitted.

“Just keep going down,” Geth said.

They reached a hallway with tiled walls and a smooth, glassy floor and quickly followed it.

“What are you doing?” Leven said suddenly. “We’ve got to get Clover.”

Geth and Winter turned to look at Leven. He was standing still and talking to himself.

“What?” Geth asked.

Leven looked up. “Winter was hugging me.”

“I was not,” she said, baffled.

“Yes you were,” Leven insisted.

“Actually,” Geth said, “she wasn’t.”

“Why would I say she was if she wasn’t?” Leven argued.

“Wishful thinking,” Winter said, shaking her head. “Come on.”

The hallway turned and they were now in a stone tunnel again.

“Phoebe,” Leven said. “Where did you come from?”

Geth and Winter stopped and turned to look at Leven again.

“I guess you’re pretty happy, aren’t you, Geth?” Leven said. “Phoebe, how did you find us?”

“What are you talking about?” Winter looked dumbfounded.

“I’m talking about Phoebe,” Leven said. “She’s right . . . well, she was right next to Geth.”

Geth turned around. There was nothing but empty tunnel in both directions.

“Are you okay?” Geth asked.

“I’m fine,” Leven insisted. “Phoebe was there.”

“Maybe it’s some sort of tunnel mirage,” Winter joked. “Come on.”

“I saw Phoebe.”

“Was she hugging you?” Winter mocked.

“I . . .”

“Come on,” Geth said nicely.

At the end of the tunnel they hid behind a small fountain while a few lone rants and cogs marched past carrying weapons and supplies.

“Is that a picture of a Band-Aid?” Leven asked, pointing to a marking on the wall.

“A Band-Aid or toilet paper,” Winter said.

“Either way, couldn’t that be pointing to the infirmary?”

The picture pointed to a row of wooden doors. Some were open and some were shut, but all led into the same large room. Metal tables with sharp instruments strewn across their tops encompassed the room. The walls were lined with glass canisters. All of the containers appeared to have something worrisome floating in them. The floor was one big mosaic of different-sized stains and splotches. Lamps hung from the ceiling on chains.

“I don’t like this room,” Winter said quietly.

“Don’t leave, Winter,” Leven pleaded. “We’ve got to get Clover.”

“What are you taking about? I’m not going to leave.”

“You were.”

“No I wasn’t,” she insisted.

“I saw you go back out the doors,” Leven said, trying to keep his voice down.

“I’m worried about you,” Winter said. “You seem . . .”

The sound of something shaking made them all jump.

“What was that?” Geth said excitedly.

They heard a noise—it sounded like a cat stuck in a closet, or a sycophant trapped in a cabinet.

“Clover!” Leven exclaimed.

They ran across the room. Leven knocked over a table, flinging devious-looking tools everywhere. Some of the instruments stuck into the wall and ceiling.

There were six small cabinets against the wall, but only one was rattling. Leven grabbed for the handle and pulled. It was locked tight.

“Clover, is that you?”

There was a muffled reply.

“That’s Clover’s muffle!” Winter cried.

Leven grabbed one of the tools that had stuck in the wall and pulled it out. He jammed it into the edge of the cabinet door. Geth and Winter gripped it with him. With all the strength they had, they popped the door open and peered inside.

Two glowing blue eyes slowly materialized.

“It’s about time,” Clover said. “I’m starving. Hey, what are you guys wearing?”

Winter grabbed him and he threw his small arms around her neck. “We thought you were dead.”

“No,” Clover waved. “I think they were testing things, but I was pretty bored, and that cabinet stinks.”

Leven pushed his hood down. Clover leapt to Leven and held onto his right ear as he leaned out to pat Geth on the shoulder.

“I’m so glad you’re okay,” Leven said, trying not to sound too emotional.

“Me too,” Clover replied. “Now, let’s get out of here—if you heard some of the things that went on in this room . . .”

Clover shivered.

“Stick to the shadows and the stone,” Geth reminded them.

They all followed him with quick steps and considerably lighter hearts than just moments before.
  

Chapter Thirty-Seven

A Very Fragile Pattern
 

Rast and Reed scurried through the dark tunnel trying to calm their small hearts while still making good time.

“We’re almost there,” Rast said. “I remember.”

“Shouldn’t we see some light soon?”

“Yes,” Rast answered.

“So, what are you going to do?” Reed asked.

“I’m not sure,” Rast replied.

“You know you’re going to have to make a decision,” Reed said. “Because I’m not staying down here any longer than I have to.”

“Oh, I see,” Rast said. “So the future of everyone is dependent on your comfort.”

“I didn’t say that,” Reed insisted. “Usually I like underground tunnels, but this one just feels too serious.”

“I know what you mean,” Rast whispered. “This is not an ordinary cave.”

“Okay,” Reed said. “We’ll make sure it’s there, you’ll contemplate destroying it, and then we’ll get out.”

“You’re a good soul,” Rast said kindly.

“I see some light,” Reed said. “Quick.”

The two small sycophants ran speedily down the dark path towards the faint light. The tunnel turned and the light became greater.

“Hurry!” Rast said with excitement.

“My legs are only four inches long,” Reed argued. “I’m moving as fast as I can.”

“Leap more,” Rast suggested.

“I don’t mind leaping,” Reed said. “It’s the landing that hurts my old knees.”

“I’ll meet you at the light, then,” Rast said. “I don’t mind sore knees.”

Rast leapt from wall to wall, bouncing back and forth in a quick pattern that propelled him forward. The tunnel grew wider as the light grew brighter. The sound of an underwater river running strong filled his ears.

“Do you hear that?” Rast stopped and yelled. “Water.”

Reed caught up to him, breathing hard. “Yes, yes, I can hear the water and see the light.”

“It’s just around the next bend,” Rast said.

Reed put his hand out and held onto Rast’s arm.

“You’re not nervous, are you?” Rast joked.

“A bit,” Reed admitted. “What if it’s not there?”

“Then my hard decision is made for me,” Rast said. “Come.”

They walked together down the trail. The light up ahead looked like a bright ghost rapidly gaining weight.

“There it is,” Reed whispered.

“It’s still whole,” Rast said, half happy, half sad.

They climbed three wide steps and walked onto a flat open path.

“The map of glass,” Reed said reverently.

Light from a single hole that tunneled hundreds of feet up to the top of the cavern dropped through and rested squarely on the back of the large piece of glass. It was ten feet tall and thirteen feet wide. It was framed in stone, and the images on it were brightly colored. The entire plate had a gold sheen to it, and some of the markings looked permanent, while other marks shifted as the light shone through. The trail to Reality was clearly marked on the glass. A heavy dotted line wound through intricate tunnels and up through watery rooms.

“It looks so fragile and thin,” Reed said.

“And yet it still stands.”

“The trail winds through rooms of water,” Reed pointed. “How is that possible?”

“That’s why the map is so crucial,” Rast explained. “Follow the guide and you will walk through the water without getting wet and with air to breathe. Go it on your own and you will surely drown. The path through the water also changes as the light through the map sees fit.”

“How do you get back?”

“Once you get through the maze, the water drains and the path remains open for three days,” Rast said.

“Plenty of time for Azure to move thousands into Reality,” Reed said sadly.

“If we break the map, then the way is lost,” Rast said.

“But our role is not to destroy,” Reed whispered. “And would eliminating the map really guarantee our success?”

“It stops the Dearth.”

“For a time.”

“What would you do?” Rast asked sincerely. “You heard the Lore Coils, even down here. If the secret has reached us here, who in Foo doesn’t know how to destroy us?”

“Maybe our kind should move through the caves.”

“Reality’s not fit for sycophants. Our role has changed,” Rast said sadly. “With the secret out, we are vulnerable. Our people will be forced to hide and keep away.”

“Some will stand up for us,” Reed said. “Many nits would die for their sycophants.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Rast said. “If the Dearth gets through because we can no longer stop his armies at our shores, then we have failed all of Foo and all mankind. One rock though the map will at least stop them.”

They were quiet, listening to the water run through the caves.

“What a dark day,” Reed finally said soberly.

Rast walked across the trail and over to the side of the underground river. He picked up the biggest rock he could lift. He carried it over and stood by Reed.

“The Dearth will want our heads,” Reed said. “Taking his exit will not sit well with him.”

Rast lifted the rock above his head.

“All this risk for the sake of dreams?” Reed asked. “We’re offering up our people so that those we don’t even know can continue to dream.”

“We are simply doing what’s right,” Rast said. “There’s no other measurement to live by.”

Rast swung his arms back and threw the rock directly at the bottom of the map. The rock arched slightly and then spun towards the glass. Before it got closer than six inches, it was batted back.

It landed on the ground between Rast and Reed. They both just stared at the rock.

“Try it again,” Reed said.

Rast picked the rock up, spun around, and let it fly. The rock went higher this time, but before it hit, something darted in and batted it away. The rock landed behind Rast and Reed.

“What was that?” Rast asked. “Something stopped it.”

“Throw it again.”

Rast picked the rock back up and threw it with all of his might. This time the rock shot straight towards the glass. A flicker of dark intercepted it and knocked it back.

Reed picked up a small pebble and threw. Rast grabbed his rock and did the same. Both stones were swatted back.

“Knock it off,” a small voice demanded. “What are you thinking?”

“Who said that?” Rast asked.

“I said that.”

Rast blinked, and there flying above his nose was a small winged being. It was dark green with clear, fluttering wings, and no more than an inch tall. It had little horns on its green forehead and a fuzzy green body.

It smirked at Rast.

“Who are you?” it asked.

“I’m Rast. I am . . .”

“Throwing stones at the map?” it scolded. “What are you thinking?”

“Not much,” a second, brown thing said.

“Sorry,” Rast said. “Are you thorns? I haven’t seen your kind in ages.”

“Well, maybe we haven’t seen your kind in ages either,” a third, black thorn said.

“Yeah,” the green thorn said. “It’s your fault.”

“I’m not blaming anyone,” Rast said.

“Of course you aren’t,” the brown thorn mocked. “You’re too busy throwing stones at my map.”

“Your map?” the green thorn argued. “I thought we agreed this month it’s mine.”

“Well, it will be my map next month.”

“No it won’t,” the black thorn bickered. “It will be mine because you forfeited your turn, remember?”

“I didn’t forfeit. I was resting.”

“Resting your turn? How do you rest a turn? This is me,” the black thorn mocked. “Look at me, everyone! I’m resting my turn. You forfeited.”

As the three thorns quarreled, Reed leaned in closer to Rast.

“What should we do?” he whispered.

“I’m not sure,” Rast answered. “I know thorns are incredibly possessive of things. They must be attracted to the map.”

“Well, the rocks are right there,” Reed pointed out. “Maybe if we throw them while they’re distracted. . . .”

Rast and Reed slowly picked up the rocks.

“The map winked at me,” the green thorn declared. “That means I’m number seven.”

“So now the map’s winking?” the brown thorn argued. “Last week it blushed and now it’s winking? You need to get out more.”

Rast and Read threw their stones.

Without missing a beat the three thorns zipped in and batted them back.

“What, you think we’re stupid?” the green thorn asked.

“Yeah,” the brown thorn agreed. “Think we can’t argue and keep an eye on you at the same time? Look at these two. Sad.”

“Go home,” the green thorn fluttered.

“Listen,” Rast said. “Some bad things will happen if that map isn’t destroyed.”

“Ooohhh,” the black thorn shivered. “I’m scared. You guys shaking like I’m shaking?”

The green and brown thorns laughed as they fluttered about.

“The only bad thing that’s going to happen is if you hurt my map,” the black thorn said.

“Again with the ‘my map,’” the brown thorn squabbled. “Your time is two months away.”

“And I’m two seconds away from hurting you.”

“That’s even less frightening than these fur balls,” the brown thorn said.

As brown and black argued, green began polishing the map and singing to it.

“Glass and light feels so right, you and me together.”

“I think we should go,” Reed said.

“But the map,” Rast said sadly.

“It’s in the hands of fate,” Reed said softly. “As it should be. They’re not going to let us destroy it.”

“Okay,” the black thorn gave in. “You get to say the map is yours on odd days, and I get to say it’s mine every other even day until spring.”

“Where does that leave me?” the green one yelled. “And if you bring up that time-share idea again, so help me I’ll go mad.”

“Keep your voice down,” the brown thorn said. “You know loud noises bother her.”

“Let’s get out of here,” Rast said.

“Yeah,” Reed agreed. “This is getting weird.”

Rast and Reed walked quickly and quietly back through the caves—both of them knowing that for the first time in the history of Foo their people were about to face real danger.

It was not a good feeling.
  

Chapter Thirty-Eight

A Moment to Breathe
 

The meadow was littered with wounded beings and debris. Blue soldiers marched in straight lines restoring order in the chaos and gathering prisoners. In the far distance buildings burned in Cusp. The dark smoke from the fires rose up into the dusk and the hazen fed on it greedily. The sky was balloon free, but rovens in small clusters patrolled the air, screaming to make sure their presence was known.

The weather was still undecided, warmth hovering in some spots and the cold refusing to leave others. Weak lightning struck occasionally, and the sky continued to shift colors like an out-of-sync movie.

Azure’s army had moved in and conquered with little regard for what things would look like after. Hundreds of Lore Coils of different strengths still drifted around, most of them concerning the battle or the sycophant secret. The words Alderam Degarus hung in the air. And anytime they were whispered, sycophants in the immediate area would turn visible and scream in fear.

The brick path Leven and everyone walked had been torn up in hundreds of spots by the avalands that had stampeded through. The bricks ended at the far edge of the meadow right above the field leading to the gloam.

As they stepped onto the new path, it began to rain.

Leven, Geth, Winter, and Clover marched through the mud. Winter cursed the heavy, wet robe she had to drag through the muck.

“This robe is so huge,” Winter complained.

“Sorry,” Geth said supportively. “The mud’s hard to move through, but it should also make it difficult for the Dearth to listen and communicate.”

“You know what I think?” Clover said. “I think we need a name.”

“We’ve got names,” Winter said.

“No, a group name,” Clover pointed out. “Like ‘The Marchers.’”

“That’s horrible,” Leven said. “We’re not always marching.”

“I was thinking about the month of March,” Clover said defensively.

“That makes even less sense,” Leven laughed. “It’s not March.”

“True,” Clover replied, jumping onto Geth’s wet-cloaked head. “Well, then, what do you suggest, toothpick?”

“I suggest we hurry.”

“No, that has no appeal,” Clover waved. “How about, ‘Four Friends’?”

“Descriptive,” Winter said. “The hem of this robe weighs about two hundred pounds.”

The rain pounded harder. Clover disappeared, and two seconds later he was back.

“The Brotherhood of Foo.”

“I’m a girl,” Winter pointed out.

“The Sisterhood?”

“Let’s just think on it a while,” Leven said.

“I’ve really been the only one to suggest anything,” Clover said. “Besides Geth.”

“Geth wasn’t suggesting,” Winter argued.

Clover disappeared.

A cart pulled by two onicks moved through the mud and past them. The wheels of the cart created long, thin lines of water that slowly spread out, like thick fingers.

“Not much farther,” Geth said. “We’ll move off the trail and approach the knoll from Sentinel Fields.”

“Do you think Tim and Janet are far?” Winter shouted through the rain.

“It would be a guess any way I answered,” Geth replied. “But let’s hope we meet up.”

“I don’t want to see her,” Winter said. “She was horrible to me.”

“Sorry,” Geth shouted. “But she’s here. Fate must have some reason for it.”

“She seems remorseful,” Leven said, rain filling his eyes.

“She was awful,” Winter argued.

“Hey, where’d you get those clothes?” Leven asked Winter.

“Funny.”

“Seriously, how did you . . . am I seeing things again?”

“Apparently,” Winter snipped. “Because I’m still wearing this awful robe.”

“What’s up with my vision?” Leven yelled to Geth. “I can’t figure it out.”

“It appears that you see the things people want or need.”

“Winter wanted to hug me?” Leven asked, smiling, water dripping down his face and pasting his long, dark bangs to his forehead.

“I think he sees what he wants,” Winter complained.

“Do you see those soldiers way off to the right?” Leven asked.

“Yes!” both Geth and Winter said.

“Are they holding trophies?”

“No,” Clover answered.

Leven looked around quickly.

“What about that woman in the cart behind us?” Leven asked. “Is she holding a baby?”

“What woman?” Winter asked. “There’s just a tiny old man wrapped in a blanket.”

“This isn’t good,” Leven shouted into the rain. “I can’t even trust what I see.”

“Yes you can,” Geth said calmly. “You know what’s real.”

“No I don’t,” Leven argued.

“I could help,” Clover said. “Like one of those helper dogs in Reality.”

“This way,” Geth ordered. “Hurry.”

The four of them veered off the path and around a small cluster of thick trees. On the other side of the trees was a row of orange bushes being pelted by rain. The bushes bled into more trees that ran up a steep hill.

“We’re going up,” Geth said, “between the white trees.”

“Wait!” someone yelled. “Hold up!”

Leven turned back to see Tim and Janet running towards them.

“They found us,” Leven said. “Hey, what’s Winter doing with Janet?”

“I’m not with Janet,” Winter said.

Leven looked to his right, where Winter was standing. “Sorry, you were running by her. I guess that’s what she wants, not you.”

Tim and Janet caught up to them. Tim hugged Winter and Janet tried to.

“Hey, there’s that whisp . . . Pam,” Clover whispered to Leven. “And the balding guy?”

“It’s Janet, and the guy is Winter’s neighbor from Reality or something.”

“And they’re here?”

“You found your sycophant!” Tim cheered, looking at Clover. “We were worried when we found no trace of you. The caves are barren; the last troops were moving out as we left.”

“Any sign of Azure?” Geth asked. “Did he get loose?”

“I guess,” Tim answered. “We saw him yelling at some soldiers.”

Swig appeared and Clover looked bothered.

“Come on,” Geth said kindly. “We should move.”

They hiked through the trees up to a small, flat knoll shaped like an upside-down cauldron. It provided a panoramic view of the gloam reaching out into the Veil Sea. Geth crawled to the edge and looked out from under the dense growth.

“Fantastic,” he cried.

Leven dropped down and moved over to Geth. From the very edge he could not only see the gloam stretching out, he could also see the thousands and thousands and thousands of soldiers dressed in blue gathered at the shore waiting to cross the gloam.

“There are so many,” Leven said, depressed. “I didn’t realize there were that many in all of Foo.”

“Some must have come from beyond the Pillars of Rant,” Geth said. “They have prepared well. I like a worthy opponent.”

Winter crouched down next to Leven. “Listen to them down there,” she said. “They sound like the sea itself.”

The troops in front carried tall, weblike staffs that were covered in shimmering, plate-sized pieces of metal. When shifted, the metal pieces sparkled like sequins.

“To distract the sycophants,” Geth said solemnly.

“They are really neat to look at,” Clover said naively.

Leven moaned.

“When the rain stops, the avalands will rise and carry most of them swiftly across the gloam to Sycophant Run. If they know where the opening is—like the Dearth said—they could be moving troops into Reality in less than a full day. Any suggestions?” Geth asked.

“We give up,” Leven joked.

“What’s wrong with moving into Reality?” Tim asked honestly, crouching down near them. “I need to get back. I have a wife and kids.”

“So do most nits that wander in,” Geth said. “But that’s fate. And because of that, you have been able to think and to hope and to dream. Once the Dearth moves so many into Reality, you along with everyone else will perish with hopelessness.”

“But I have to get back,” Tim persisted.

Geth rolled over and sat up. “It would be best for all mankind if you never did.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Your world floats in a sea of space that reaches farther than man could ever comprehend. It spins so that you can stand. It turns so that you can experience, and what you experience is possible only because mankind is balanced. That balance will begin to erode the moment the Dearth moves through. It’s what we lithens have always feared.”

Tim rubbed his eyes and face.

“Every one of those soldiers down there believes that Reality will make them whole, mend their souls, give them substance, or cure what ails them,” Geth continued. “Unfortunately, it will do just the opposite and drag humankind down with it. It’s not lithen rhetoric, or a child’s fairy tale—it’s simply the truth.”

It began to snow.

Tim retreated into his own head, lost in thought.

“You don’t paint a pretty picture,” Leven said.

“I didn’t say it was hopeless,” Geth replied.

Winter laughed. “You may as well have.”

Clover appeared and whispered, “If I come up with a name for our group, does it have to involve those three?”

Leven shook his head.

“Good,” Clover said. “Then how about, ‘The Four Who Don’t Need Those Other Three’?”

“Actually, that name sort of involves them,” Geth pointed out.

“In a clever way. Not everyone will get it,” Clover defended quietly. “I just think it’s weird having them around. It’s like that aunt who comes to your birthday and gives you ribbons for your hair and makes you wear them in front of the other boys in your class.”

“What are you talking about?” Winter laughed.

“Fine,” Clover sighed. “I’ll keep thinking.”

Leven patted Clover on the head. The small sycophant smiled and then disappeared.

“We should get some sleep,” Geth said. “Morning will clear our thoughts. The stone might not be the most comfortable, but it should keep us undetected.”

“I wouldn’t mind some food,” Winter said.

Leven and Geth got up to forage for bickerwicks while Tim and Winter built a small fire.

“It needs more wood,” Tim said. “I’ll be right back.”

“But it’s burning . . .” Winter tried to stop him, but he was gone, leaving her alone with Janet.

Winter pushed the new fire around with a long stick and kept her green eyes down.

“This must be so hard for you,” Janet finally said.

“No,” Winter said. “It’s fine. I mean, the last time I saw you, you were sitting on the couch drinking from a hose and telling me how little I mattered.”

Janet wiped her non-eyes. “What a fool I was. The sad thing is, I’m probably still sitting there on that couch.”

Winter looked up.

“I hadn’t thought about that,” she said. “But I suppose if you’re a whisp here, then most of you is still just like you always were in Reality.”

“I don’t want to go back,” Janet said honestly. “I hate being nothing here, but I dread even more returning to what I was.”

“I don’t blame you for that,” Winter said. “You were awful.”

The small fire began to grow and warmed the dry area beneath the trees quite well.

“I was so scared when I stepped into this place,” Janet said. “I wasn’t whole, I had no idea where I was, and I was seeing things I never could have imagined. I’ve never had a good imagination. I was so frightened. But it didn’t take me long to realize that what I was most unhappy about was how I had treated you.”

Winter looked at her.

“I want to say it was no big deal,” Winter said softly. “But it was.”

“I know that,” Janet sniffed. “I’ll try my hardest to convince you I’m sorry. My form can’t change in this condition, but I know my insides have.”

Leven and Geth returned with a bushel full of bickerwicks and two purple plants that looked like puffy rolls of paper towels. They tore off pieces of the plant and rolled up toasted bickerwicks inside them. The roasted bickerwicks tasted sweet and flavorful.

The seven of them sat around the small fire as snow built up on the boughs above them. The sound of the Veil Sea and of the armies below rose in the air like steam off a warm lake. Leven looked around at his companions.

“It’s unbelievable,” Leven said.

“I agree,” Winter replied, biting into her rolled-up bickerwick. “Absolutely delicious.”

“Yeah, the food,” Leven nodded. “But I mean, it’s unbelievable that we are all here.”

Everyone looked around, slowly understanding what Leven was getting at.

Leven flipped his hood down. His face was sober and his chin well-defined. Long, dark strands of hair hung down over his gold eyes, and the white streak in his hair reflected the firelight.

“I thought Clover was dead, but here he is.”

Clover materialized and then disappeared back and forth a few times for effect.

“And Winter, your neighbor and his sycophant are here. And your . . . and Janet is here too.”

Winter looked at Janet and Tim and Swig and smiled. Tim finished what he was chewing and smiled back while Janet glowed.

“And us,” Leven said, looking at Geth and Winter. “I’d be nothing without you two.”

Winter looked beautiful lit by the fire. Her long, blonde hair fell across her face like a veil and her green eyes shone out like stones that most men would fight over. She curled her pink lips into a smile.

“You’d be remarkable regardless,” she said warmly.

The small fire hummed.

Leven realized that they were all exactly where they wanted to be at the moment.

“When I looked over that edge earlier and saw those armies, I felt as if I had a new understanding of impossible,” Leven said softly. “But I look at us here, still living and having made it this far, and I can’t help but think that it’s they who have their work cut out for them.”

Geth’s eyes danced, reminding Leven of the toothpick he had once been.

“To dreams,” Geth said, raising his rolled bickerwick in a toast. “And to the restoration of Foo.”

“To Foo,” everyone replied.

The fire sang “amen” as the snow continued to fall. It was easily one of the top five meals Leven had ever eaten.

“I wish Phoebe were here,” Geth said.

Everyone was too busy munching to give him a hard time
 about it.
  

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Suspicious Minds
 

Ezra was right. It didn’t take very long for the word to spread about Dennis’s ability to float and his explanation for what was plaguing the entire world. People began to flock to the Tent of Answers and Possibilities. By the end of the day there were more people than chairs, and two news crews had come to film Dennis hovering. By the following morning the national press had picked up the story, and hundreds of people began to flood into the sleepy town of Santa Rosa looking for both answers and possibilities.

Dennis was taking to his new role beautifully. It was as if his personality had been born the moment he had put on the robe. He loved the feeling of others listening to him. And he had no problem with Ezra reading what was on his mind so he could repeat those facts and figures about Foo to all who came.

A woman had come from Texas and brought her electric
 keyboard. She was so convinced Dennis was the real deal that she had agreed to play music for free until the day Blue Hole opened up and Foo came to Reality. She was now playing music softly as the people spilled into the tent in anticipation of hearing Dennis speak. They had to open the sides of the tent so that more people could hear.

Dennis came in from the side wearing his robe with the hood up. He stood at the front and flung his hood back, exposing his shaved head.

The crowd clapped. As usual, Ezra was tucked behind Dennis’s right ear, ready and willing to feed Dennis suggestions and information.

“Tuesday,” Dennis began. “Today is Tuesday.”

The crowd seemed to like where this was going.

“Once,” Dennis continued, “when I was like you, I used to go to work on Tuesday.”

The crowd hollered in agreement and the music grew louder.

“And on Wednesday, and on Thursday and on Friday and on Monday—and even sometimes on Saturday.”

The crowd shivered.

“But no more.”

There was a nice round of clapping and some happy music.

“What if I told you that all your dreams could come true? What if I told you that the events happening today are simply the signs of what’s to come?”

One lady giggled excitedly as Dennis began to hover.

“Well, we can be scared—or we can be prepared.”

Dennis wiped his large forehead, feeling quite happy with how things were going.

“In a short while, thousands of beings will rise from the caverns below Blue Hole Lake. But what they don’t realize is that we know about them. We are aware and—if you are committed—ready to claim the wonders and miracles of Foo for ourselves.”

The crowd cheered and the keyboardist played “Roll Out the Barrel.”

“Then every dream you’ve ever dreamt will be fulfilled. Impossible tasks will be commonplace and possibility will be beyond endless. You see me floating?”

Everyone nodded in awe.

“That’s nothing,” Dennis said kindly. “Soon the possibility of so much more will be yours to take. All we need is to gather ourselves here on the edge of the gateway and prepare to stop what’s coming. Will you prepare?”

Dozens of audience members replied, “Yes.”

“Will you prepare?” Dennis asked again.

“Yes!”

“Now let me tell you about a problem called the Dearth,” Dennis said. “He will step from that lake and wish to take your existence. Will we let him?”

“No!”

Dennis smiled as he looked out over the crowd. His heart felt too big for his chest and his arms and legs tingled with the excitement of a captive audience. He bowed slightly.

Dennis went into great detail about Foo and the worrisome things happening in Reality. He closed by saying, “More at eleven.”

Dennis flipped his hood back up and walked out.

The crowd continued to chant. Many dialed friends and family on their cell phones, begging them to come to Santa Rosa and be part of Dennis’s clan.

“They’re more gullible than I thought,” Ezra whispered as Dennis walked away through the cars.

“This is going to work,” Dennis said.

“I’ve been telling you that for days,” Ezra complained.

“They’re listening to me.”

“Well, in all honesty, they’re listening to you say what I want.”

“Still,” Dennis said thoughtfully.

At eleven the crowd was twice the size. Thanks to the Internet and the Associated Press, people were coming in droves. Dennis was the first person to offer some sort of explanation for what was happening. A few other wackos around the world had tried to act like they knew what was up, but they had no real explanation. Dennis not only seemed to understand telts and avalands but he could hover when he talked. Dennis also had a plan. He was asking the world to gather around Blue Hole Lake and prepare to overtake the trouble that would pour out someday soon. His plan also promised those who helped great riches and possibilities in Foo.

Gullible people liked that.

“Across the street is a small lake,” Dennis said loudly.

“Blue Hole,” the crowd murmured.

“For hundreds of years people have speculated just where the caverns beneath it lead,” Dennis said. “Well, there’s no longer need for speculation. In a short time the lake will drain. Soon afterward, hundreds of thousands of creatures, much like those who have been plaguing us now, will spill up into our world. Their desire is to control Reality and their leader is called the Dearth. They might have succeeded, if it were not for the fact that we know they are coming. And because we know, dreams and imagination will be your only limitation and your boring and monotonous lives will be filled with adventure and fulfillment.”

The audience screamed and shouted with joy.

“Call all who want to be a part of it. Fill this barren land with those who want more,” Dennis exhorted. “Foo awaits all of us. More tomorrow at nine.”

The crowd clapped and hooted. Dennis stepped out from behind his podium and walked though the crowd high-fiving and shaking hands. Halfway through the masses he turned and made an escape through the side of the tent. He broke out into the open and took long strides across the parking lot.

“Don’t look now,” Ezra said, “but some people are following you.”

Dennis turned and looked. Two thin men in brown suits stood about a hundred feet behind them.

“I told you not to look,” Ezra said.

“How do you know they’re coming towards me?” Dennis said. “There are people everywhere.”

“You’ve got a point,” Ezra replied. “Most people are repelled by you. Still, they look determined.”

Dennis walked faster. He was tired. His feet hurt and his head was still swimming from the attention he had just received. His heart beat loudly and suddenly he wanted nothing but to be back in his motel room lying on the bed.

The two men turned and went a different direction.

“I guess they didn’t want you,” Ezra said.

“Good,” Dennis said. “I’m exhausted.”

Dennis crossed the wide road in a diagonal line heading towards the motel. A large black car pulled onto the road and sped towards Dennis. Dennis stepped into the vacant dirt lot next to the motel. The car followed and slammed on its brakes just before hitting Dennis and Ezra. A huge cloud of dust washed over them.

The two thin men with brown suits climbed out of the car and walked up to Dennis with purposeful strides. One of the men had a large mole on his chin and the other had a mustache under his nose. Neither one looked very kind, thanks to the hard expressions they were sporting.

“Can I help you?” Dennis asked.

Mole looked Dennis up and down.

“Are you the one with the tent?” Mustache asked.

“Yes,” Dennis said.

“Professor Wizard?”

Dennis nodded.

The men reached into their suit coats and pulled out wallets. They flashed gold badges at Dennis.

“Neat,” Dennis said, not knowing how else to respond.

“You bet it is,” Mustache said. “This badge gives us the right to take a little bit of your time.”

Mole grabbed Dennis’s arm. “You’re coming with us.”

A number of spectators had gathered around, curiously watching.

“What’s this about?” Dennis asked.

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

“I’ve done nothing wrong,” Dennis said boldly.

“We’ll see about that,” Mustache barked. “Into the car.”

“You can’t take him,” one of the crowd argued. “He didn’t do anything.”

“We’ll let the government decide that,” Mole said, pushing Dennis into the large black sedan.

Ezra whispered to Dennis and Dennis yelled out to the spectators, “Keep gathering. The Dearth is coming!”

“Quiet,” Mole ordered, “or we’ll charge you with inciting a riot.”

The door slammed and Mustache climbed into the driver’s seat. He started the car and revved the engine loudly. He threw the car into drive and dust and rocks blanketed all of those standing around as the vehicle raced off.

“Perfect,” Ezra whispered. “Just perfect. There’s nothing like a little action to get things noticed.”

Neither Mustache nor Mole said a single word during the two-hour drive west towards Albuquerque. Ezra, on the other hand,
 quietly whispered things to Dennis during the whole ride.

At the edge of Albuquerque the vehicle exited the highway and drove south. They stopped at a checkpoint, flashed some identification, and then sped farther south. The area was barren and deserted. There were no homes or structures, just desolate dirt roads that stretched out along the east side of the Monzano Mountains.

The car turned left on one of those deserted roads and drove right up to the side of the mountain. A large bunker built into the side sat there like the opening to the earth’s stomach.

The car stopped and Mole helped Dennis out of the car.

“Find out where we are,” Ezra whispered.

“Where are we?” Dennis asked nervously.

“That’s a question,” Mole replied.

“Am I not allowed to ask questions?”

“Did you not give him the ‘no questions asked’ speech yet?” Mole complained to Mustache.

“I didn’t have time.”

“No questions,” Mole insisted.

“I don’t understand what we’re doing,” Dennis said, confused.

“I’m sure they’re aware of that,” Ezra whispered.

“Inside,” Mustache ordered, opening a large white door and waving Dennis into the bunker.

The bunker was empty. There were a few boxes in the far corner and a couple of mousetraps along the edge. Four chairs circled a metal table in the middle of the room, and a suspended light shone down like a brash flashbulb that was determined to shine. The entire place wasn’t much bigger than a large warehouse and reeked of sulfur.

Ezra swore.

“What was that?” Mole asked.

“I said it stinks,” Dennis said innocently.

“Sit down,” Mole said, pointing to the chairs.

Dennis walked over and sat in one of the middle chairs.

“Actually, could you slide over?” Mustache asked. “It’s probably best if you’re not in the middle.”

Dennis moved into a different chair.

Mole and Mustache sat down. They looked at their watches and brushed the knees of their trousers. Mustache pulled out a small comb and ran it though his namesake. Mole whistled a bit, stood up, paced around the chairs and table, and then sat back down.

“Are we waiting for something?” Dennis finally asked.

“No questions,” Mole replied.

After a few more minutes Dennis heard the sound of another vehicle pulling up outside. The door of the bunker opened and an impressive-looking person in an army uniform walked into the bunker. He had short brown hair and dark eyes. He also had two deep dimples in his chin.

Mole and Mustache saluted him as he took a seat across the table from Dennis. He pulled out a folder and clicked his pen. He then sniffed twice and looked directly at Dennis.

“Professor Wizard,” he said with contempt. “Or should I say, Dennis O Wood.”

“Either one’s fine,” Dennis said nervously.

“Oh, so you admit to being both?”

Dennis nodded and Dimples scribbled something on the folder.

“I don’t want to get into sources, or who I heard it from,” Dimples said. “But there’ve been some reports about you giving explanations to what’s happening around the world.”

“It was probably me you heard it from,” Dennis said helpfully, “because that’s what I’ve been doing.”

“I see,” Dimples said, making more notes. “How is it that a janitor from back east has become a know-it-all out west?”

“Well, we drove most of the way,” Dennis answered.

“Not how did you get here,” Dimples raged. “How do you know what you think you know, but you can’t possibly know?”

“About Foo?”

All three military men grimaced uncomfortably. After regaining some composure, Dimples spoke. “Yes, about Foo.”

“Tell them to shove it,” Ezra whispered.

Instead Dennis went with, “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Try us,” Dimples dared.

“Why do you even care?” Dennis asked.

Dimples looked at Mole and Mustache. He stood up and turned to face the door. He folded his hands behind his back.

“The world is in turmoil,” Dimples said. “You are aware of that?”

Dennis nodded his shaved head.

“I mean, countries are preparing for war over all these things that nobody can explain.”

“I can,” Dennis said.

“So you say,” Dimples snapped. “Did you know there are accounts going back thousands of years of the existence of a place called Foo? Egyptians referenced it as Pfu, the Russians Foo, with their own style of o’s, and in Asia Fu . . .”

“Like in ‘everybody was kung fu fighting,’” Mole chimed in.

“Yes,” Dimples agreed. “Like that song. Well, it seemed the talk always surrounded dreams and images that were bleeding into Reality. The chatter was always dismissed because there’s no proof in dreams. A few select beings, however, have kept their eyes and ears open for any further insight. One of those interested parties is your government. We weren’t originally concerned, but about fifty years ago a man by the name of Hector Thumps reported to his local government about a place he had been to and how he had gotten back. He was dismissed as crazy, but we kept an eye on him just in case. The government lost track of him for a bit, but then he showed up again, this time with a child. He gave the child to a nice family and was never seen again. Guess what we did then?”

“You watched the child?”

“Well, yes,” Dimples said awkwardly. “I didn’t think you’d guess it right off. Anyhow, the child was unspectacular and, to be honest with you, he did nothing flashy or Foo-like. Nope, Elton Thumps grew up rather normal and married a nice woman. Unfortunately for him, it was about this time that the country got very suspicious about things they didn’t understand. A couple of high-ups began to wonder if there wasn’t some power or advantage in knowing about Foo, and the only sort of real connection they had was Elton. They tried to talk him into helping, but he knew nothing of Foo. He told them he was a child when he was brought here and had no knowledge of it. For some reason the government didn’t believe him. So they had to make a few adjustments.”

“Adjustments?” Dennis asked.

“They might have accidentally faked his death and taken him far away. And when his wife died giving birth to his child a few days later, they might have told him that the child had died as well.”

“I like their style,” Ezra whispered.

Dennis just looked baffled.

“You have to understand, the government was suspicious. We kept some tabs on the child who was born, but a short while ago he disappeared. It was at that same time that odd things began happening in the world. And now you claim to know things and are connecting it to Foo.”

“Why are you telling me all of this?” Dennis asked.

“Because we’ve got nothing,” Dimples said, his hands shaking and eyes bulging. “I’m getting all kinds of pressure from my commanders to produce something and I have nothing—nothing. The world is falling apart. Countries are preparing for war and they’re putting it on my shoulders. Me. I’m up for retirement in six weeks, and if I can just give them something to focus on until—”

Mole slapped Dimples. “Get ahold of yourself.”

Dimples put his hand to his face and stood up. He breathed deeply and tried to regain his composure.

“How is it you know about Foo?” he finally asked Dennis.

“I’m not sure I want to answer that,” Dennis said. “It seems to me that you went to great lengths to hurt Elton Thumps. How do I know you’re not planning the same for me?”

“Don’t worry about Elton, he’s completely forgiven us,” Dimples said lamely.

Dennis laughed nervously. “I’m not sure I believe that.”

“You’re a smart man,” a new voice spoke.

A tall man in a long coat and stiff hat stood in the doorway of the bunker. He took off his hat and walked with purpose up to the table. He was somewhere between forty and forty-five, with thick dark hair and brown eyes. His chin was as well-defined as his smile. He was tan and wore glasses that fit his scholarly face.

Mole stood up and offered the man his chair. The man sat down and smiled at Dennis. He removed his gloves and extended his right hand to shake.

“Dennis, is it?” he said.

Dennis nodded, looking at the man’s slightly blue hands.

“It’s nice to meet you, Dennis. I’m Elton, Elton Thumps.”

Ezra swore and Dennis repeated it.

“Now,” Elton smiled, “what can you tell me about my son?”
  

Chapter Forty

Split Decisions
 

Before everyone had even finished eating Winter had drifted off to sleep and Clover was snoring. The trees and bushes kept the area dry and cozy and it didn’t take more than a few more minutes before they were all out.

Leven slept fitfully. He tossed and turned, his head full of images of rants and war. He was on the outside of the group, lying on the edge of the stone ground next to the bushes. He flipped over and tried to get comfortable on his back. His brown eyes flashed open and then burned gold. He closed his eyelids and tried to think of his father and mother, or of anyplace warm and safe.

Leven felt old, although only a short time ago he had been a child.
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The stone was hard and difficult to get comfortable on. He settled his back just a bit onto the dirt beneath the bushes. The dirt was so soft compared to the rock. Leven pulled back, knowing he shouldn’t. After a few more restless minutes he leaned against the dirt once more.

Something scratched at his ankle and as he moved to itch it, thick, rubbery strands of black whipped around his mouth and body. He tried to scream but his face was covered. Instantly the strands coiled tight, trapping Leven. The black strings slipped him silently from the others and into the cold, wet forest.

Leven was drawn in like a retracting measuring tape. He slapped up and down against the ground—pulled down the hill and across miles of land. He plowed through the dirt like a cartoon dog burrowing through a field. He weaved in between stones and soldiers and flew across the Sentinel Fields and out onto the gloam.

Once on the gloam Leven was picked up and slammed down on the soil with a tremendous smack. He moaned.

“Get up,” a kind voice said.

Leven pushed himself up onto his knees, his back to the voice. His whole body felt like one giant bruise.

“You don’t have to put on the act for me,” Leven said. “I’m very aware of your true being.”

Leven stood up and turned around. He was standing on the gloam a couple of miles out from the shore. The night was dark and Leven could hear the Veil Sea on both sides of him. The gloam itself was about a mile thick and nothing but hard soil. The dark sky above was clear, and stars fizzled like sparklers around the two fat moons.

“You are aware of very little,” the Dearth replied.

Leven studied the short man in his vest and cap, his feet meshing with the ground. There was nobody else around. All the troops were still on the shore, asleep or preparing to march in the morning. Leven listened to the sea and hoped that Garnock was aware of what was happening.

“Do you think I don’t know what you’re thinking?” the Dearth said. “The Waves will not protect you. Cry all you want; they are tending to something much more important to them.”

“Garnock!” Leven yelled.

“Here, I’ll help,” the Dearth said. “Garnock! Garnock, old boy!”

The wind whistled down and around the two of them.

“You don’t seem to understand,” the Dearth said sympathetically. “This is but a moment. You have stepped in at the end, but this second has been planned and organized to take place just as it is for thousands of years. And now you are approaching the end of your sad life.”

Leven’s lungs struggled for air as he tried to stand still.

“It’s true, I may have underestimated you,” the Dearth said. “Or, more precisely, I may have not ever factored you in—which was a mistake. Had I known you were of the same blood as the Want, I might have acted differently. He was successful at very little, but he did well keeping that thought from me. So many secrets, no wonder he went mad.”

Leven’s hair blew and he could see the moons drawing near to observe. The scene was vast and cosmic, but it felt more intimate than Leven was comfortable with.

“Why your allegiance to Geth?” the Dearth asked sincerely.

“I believe him.”

“But you can step with me and have real reward.”

“Why do you even care?” Leven argued.

“You know, you’re right?” the Dearth said. “I don’t. When Azure said you had escaped, I yawned. I can’t fight ignorance, and you’re a fool to side with anyone but me. I offer possibilities in the face of death.”

Leven’s head buzzed. He looked up to the stars and then down to the Dearth. The scene was different now. The Dearth stood there alone and the world behind him was nothing but soil—no sky, no water, no life. The view was as miserable and heavy as anything Leven had ever seen. Leven’s heart shrank like a tomato left far too long on the vine.

The Dearth’s eyes widened. “What do you see?” he asked suspiciously.

“What you truly want,” Leven replied, disgusted. “Lithen party line? You lied. Geth’s right: You know exactly what will happen when you move into Reality. It will destroy everything.”

The Dearth frowned. “I’m afraid so,” he said. “Everything will return to dust and I will be plagued by mankind no longer.”

“You can’t,” Leven said angrily. “I’ll tell Azure the truth.”

“Oh,” the Dearth said sadly. “About that, it might be a tad late. You see, Azure suffered an accident earlier this evening and isn’t feeling all that well.”

“What?”

“He’s been left for dead,” the Dearth said bluntly.

“I don’t believe it.”

The Dearth wriggled his feet and the dirt near Leven began to tumble and bubble up. Azure’s motionless body rose to the surface. Azure was covered in soil, his body twisted and bent. There was a large wet stain across the front of his right shoulder. Leven could see Azure’s chest rise and drop slowly. Azure coughed, and dirt fell from his mouth as he settled on the soil.

“What have you done?” Leven asked, kneeling by Azure. He took Azure’s wrist and felt for a pulse.

Azure’s eyes opened and he coughed again.

“He never completely fit in,” the Dearth said sadly. “A little bit of good infected him until the end. He stood on too much stone. And when he lost the key and killed Time, that was just inexcusable. We’d be done with all of you and even closer to Reality had he not messed up. Besides, as only you now know, he won’t live much longer anyway. No one will. There’s still a bit of life left in him, but the accident has left him in ill repair.”

Leven looked into Azure’s eyes. They were clear and so different from what they had once been. Azure coughed again and blinked. Leven shifted him to make him more comfortable.

“Leave him be,” the Dearth bit. “He’s a piece of the past.”

The Dearth’s body seemed to split open and drop to the ground. A black head and black limbs whipped out; the image of the kindly old man was replaced by a dark beast. The Dearth grabbed Leven and lifted him.

Leven tore at the black, digging his nails and fingers into the goo. The Dearth hissed and dropped Leven down directly on top of Azure.

Leven screamed and scuttled off of Azure. The Dearth wrapped one of his many limbs around Leven’s ankle and slapped him like a fish against the ground. Leven twisted and grabbed hold of the black limb. He pulled himself towards the Dearth and bit down on his shoulder.

The Dearth screeched. Then, like a wave of dirty water, he washed over Leven and coiled tightly around his two legs. Leven tried to kick but the hold was too great. The Dearth drew into the ground, sliding beneath the soil like a sinkhole and dragging Leven with him.

Leven clawed at the soil, fighting violently to stay above ground. The Dearth inhaled wickedly, gathering strength, and pulled Leven down. Azure was dragged along with them, moaning in pain. The soil collapsed over Leven as he sank. The Dearth let go of his legs and contracted the soil, cocooning Leven.

“Such a pity,” the soil whispered in stereo. “Both of you have come so close to seeing me in my glory, and now to perish only moments before.”

Leven could see nothing, but he could feel Azure’s foot right above his head. Leven pulled on Azure and dragged himself up through the soil. He grabbed Azure’s shoulders and climbed even farther, pulling Azure up with him. Leven’s head pushed out of the dirt and he opened his eyes to find himself staring directly at Azure.

Azure was whispering something as Leven grabbed at the ground. Leven scrambled up out of the dirt and onto level soil. He turned and pulled Azure up behind him. Leven stood and took two steps before the Dearth snatched him from behind and reeled him back like a reluctant yo-yo.

The Dearth rose up above the soil and pinned Leven down with three of his sick, twisting limbs. Leven was lying five feet from Azure. The Dearth smiled and black drippings spilled from his mouth.

“What an unwilling victim you are,” the Dearth hissed.

He shot one of his limbs out over the ground. It raced past Leven like a snake and off into the distance.

“Why are you doing this?” Leven asked. “You’ll destroy everything.”

“I like the sound of that,” the Dearth laughed, soil raining down on Leven as he did so. “Everything comes from the soil—everything. I’m just putting everything back in its place.”

The limb he had sent out retracted. The Dearth had retrieved a long, curved sword from some soldier miles away on shore. Leven was still pinned down and unable to move.

The Dearth lifted the sword and held it two feet above Leven.

“Ready to die?” the Dearth asked.

Leven struggled to get out.

“Sorry you don’t get a choice in the matter,” the Dearth said.

Leven closed his eyes as the Dearth swung the sword down with force. Leven felt a heavy thud fall across his body. He opened his eyes to see Azure lying on top of him with the sword in his back.

Azure looked at Leven. “Sorry,” he moaned.

The Dearth pulled the sword from Azure’s back and rose up higher.

“How beautiful,” he cackled, the wind and the sea screaming behind him. “A last attempt to do some good. Fool.”

The Dearth threw the sword back down at Azure as he lay over Leven. Leven twisted and rolled Azure out of the way and onto his back. The sword struck the soil and the Dearth screamed. Leven moved away from Azure and tried to climb onto his feet.

He was too slow. The Dearth clipped him at the ankles and pulled him down against the ground with a sharp clap. Leven’s lungs exploded as he struggled for breath. The Dearth covered Leven with cords of black and held him tightly against the soil on his back. He lifted the sword up again.

“There’s no one left to save you,” he crowed proudly.

“You won’t win!” Leven yelled, dirt and wind filling his mouth.

“I beg to differ.”

The Dearth thrust the sword towards Leven’s neck. Leven closed his eyes as the sword landed directly across his neck with a thud. The sword flew back, shaking violently.

Leven’s eyes flashed.

The Dearth tried again, this time plunging the sword toward Leven’s stomach. The sword hit and slid to the side.

He tried again.

Nothing.

Again.

Nothing.

“No,” the Dearth moaned, drawing back.

The Dearth wrapped five of his black strands around Leven’s neck and squeezed. Leven could still breathe perfectly.

“No,” the Dearth thundered, releasing him.

Leven sat up, feeling his neck. “Did you plan for this?” he asked.

“No!” the Dearth yelled. “It’s too soon for you to be whole.”

“I don’t make the rules,” Leven said. “I just . . .”

Leven moved quickly to take advantage of the Dearth’s shock. He grabbed the sword from his limb and in a single smooth stroke sliced the Dearth in two. The top half of the Dearth fell to the ground while the bottom half wriggled and drew into itself. Leven watched the Dearth’s face and shoulders ooze into the ground.

Leven dropped the sword and ran to Azure. He lifted him up under his arms and wrapped Azure’s right arm around his shoulder.

Azure stared at him.

“Hold on,” Leven yelled.

Leven dragged Azure as the dark night and the tumultuous sea played out around them. Leven’s legs felt no burn as he moved down the gloam. He looked up at the dark sky and could see the light that all the moving stars and moons desired to glow. It lit up the night like a fluorescent bulb.

Black shoots sprang up from below Leven and grabbed hold of his legs. The Dearth had regrouped.

Leven fell to the ground with his back against the soil, Azure rolling to the side. The Dearth moved up over Leven. He was coughing and holding himself together where Leven had sliced through.

“How dare you?” he growled.

Leven lay still on his back, a strange calm filling his heart.

Hundreds of thick black sprouts burst up from the ground and wrapped tightly around Leven. The Dearth tried to pull him back under the soil, but Leven didn’t move.

“You’re whole!” The Dearth cursed.

Leven smiled, looking up at the night sky. He moved his arms as he lay there and the strands of black flew off him.

“You won’t stop me,” the Dearth said. “Feel that?”

The ground rumbled beneath Leven’s back. It shook as if keeping time.

“You can’t dam an entire army,” the Dearth smiled viciously.

Leven lay there with his eyes closed, feeling the ground shake as thousands of soldiers began to march down the gloam toward Sycophant Run.

Leven could see light in his mind. He could see the mess the immediate future would be and the beauty a restored Foo could bring about. The possibility felt almost impossible.

“I’ll kill you!” the Dearth screamed.

“You can’t,” Leven said, sitting up.

“Then I’ll find the one who can,” the Dearth screamed.

The Dearth slithered down into the soil and disappeared—leaving Leven alone with nothing but the rumbling of the ground and the thought of the one person who could actually follow through with the Dearth’s threat.

“Impossible,” Leven said to himself.

The wind howled and the ground shook as Leven picked up Azure and moved down the gloam.
  

Chapter Forty-One

The Son Will Come Out Tomorrow
 

Elton Thumps stared at Dennis. Dennis scratched his nose self-consciously.

“What do you know about Leven?” Elton said. “You claim to know so much about Foo.”

“I know he’s alive,” Dennis said weakly.

“That’s a fifty-fifty guess,” Elton said, the kindness in his voice slipping just a bit. “Listen, Dennis, I think you are getting into something you don’t have the fortitude to complete. This isn’t for you.”

Ezra whispered something from behind Dennis’s ear.

“Don’t tell us what we can or can’t do,” Dennis insisted.

“Us?”

“Me,” Dennis clarified.

Elton looked at Dennis carefully.

“Why are you even involved in this?” Elton asked. “Terry and Addy I could see, but you—you have no connection.”

“I have what I know,” Dennis said forcefully.

Ezra whispered an insult about Elton. Dennis smiled.

“What was that?” Elton asked.

“What was what?” Dennis said.

“I heard a noise, and then you smiled.”

“I’m a happy person,” Dennis explained.

“No,” Elton said. “No, you’re not. I’ve read your file many times.”

Ezra whispered something else.

“There it is again.”

“Quiet,” Dennis said, more to Ezra than to Elton.

Ezra did not like being told what to do. He whispered again. Elton jumped up from where he was sitting and walked around the table and up to Dennis.

“I think he’s wired,” Elton told Dimples, Mole, and Mustache.

“We patted him down,” Mole said.

Dennis stared straight ahead and tried not to look nervous. Ezra pushed back as far behind Dennis’s left ear as possible.

Elton circled slowly around Dennis. He looked at the back of his head and then stopped moving. Elton’s jaw dropped.

“What?” Ezra said. “Your small brain can’t process someone as powerful as me?”

“What is that?” Elton asked in awe.

Dennis jumped up, but not before Elton had reached in and pinched Ezra. Ezra was screaming and kicking as Elton held him up in front of his face.

“Unbelievable,” Mustache said.

“Get me a jar,” Elton said.

Dimples scuffled away.

“I wouldn’t do that,” Dennis said. “You should let go of him now.”

“I knew you weren’t important by yourself,” Elton said cruelly to Dennis. “This is the missing piece.”

“And you’re the missing link!” Ezra screamed.

Dennis moved to get Ezra, but Mole and Mustache held him back.

“Easy now,” Elton said. “You wouldn’t want to end up on our bad side.”

Dimples returned and handed Elton a glass jar. Elton dropped Ezra in and then twisted the lid closed.

Ezra was furious, bouncing around the inside of the jar like an over-caffeinated evil toothpick.

Elton set the jar on the desk.

“At least put some airholes,” Dennis said.

Elton pulled out a small pocketknife, opened it, and violently jabbed two slits into the lid.

“There,” Elton said smugly.

Dennis pulled free from Mole and Mustache and slammed his right fist into Elton’s left cheek. Elton fell backwards onto the table, his glasses flying off. Mole and Mustache grabbed Dennis again. Elton stood up straight, trying to act calm.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” Elton said, wiping blood from beneath his nose.

“Don’t tell me what I shouldn’t do,” Dennis said. “Now let him loose.”

Elton picked up the jar and looked at Ezra. The angry toothpick was pounding at the glass with his paper-clip leg. Elton smiled and tightened the lid.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” Dennis said.

“Really,” Elton replied. “And why is that?”

“Because eventually you’re going to have to let him out,” Dennis answered. “And when you do, I would hate to be you.”

“Well, that makes us even,” Elton Thumps said, “because I would hate to be you. Now sit down. I’ve got a few more questions.”

Mole and Mustache pushed Dennis down into his chair while Ezra continued to scream and run around the jar making unpleasant gestures.

“Let him out,” Dennis demanded.

“The issue is not up for debate,” Elton said. “I—”

Dennis sprang forward again, ramming his head into Elton’s chest. Elton fell backwards as Mole threw a strong blow to the back of Dennis’s neck. Dennis dropped to the ground, his head hitting the concrete floor. The room flashed and then went dark.
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Dennis came to, moaning and tied to a metal chair. The rope was wrapped around his ankles and arms and chest. He tried to move, but the chair just chirped against the ground. He looked around slowly, his head feeling like a huge wad of wet clay bobbing from side to side as he tried to hold it up.

He was in a different bunker. It was large, like the previous one, but this bunker was filled with barrels and boxes all around the edges. There was a small window above the closed front door. A thick, concentrated beam of light shot through the window and down to the floor twenty feet in front of Dennis. At the exact spot where the light touched the ground sat the glass jar holding Ezra. Ezra was pushed up against the side of the jar staring at Dennis. The back of Ezra was beginning to smoke from the intense sunlight being focused on him. Ezra gasped, his arms stretched wide and his mouth open as he started to smolder. He was exhausted from running around the jar, and the heat had stolen every last bit of his energy. The purple tassel on Ezra’s head began to smoke.

“No!” Dennis shouted. “No!”

Dennis rocked violently back and forth in his metal chair, trying to break loose. Ezra was mouthing something, but Dennis couldn’t hear him through the jar.

“Hold on!” Dennis yelled.

He pulled at the ropes around his wrists until blood began to drip. Dennis tried to jump up in his seat and hop towards the jar. The chair moved an inch closer. Dennis jumped again, the binding of the rope making it hard for him to breathe. He moved two inches closer.

Ezra’s right arm sparked into flame. Ezra weakly patted it out.

“Come on,” Dennis cursed himself. “Move.”

Dennis hopped forward half an inch.

Ezra’s left arm began to burn. Ezra dropped to the floor of the jar and tried to roll the flame out.

“I’m coming,” Dennis yelled.

Ezra looked up and mouthed something as his back burst into flame. Dennis jumped and jumped in his chair. He could see Ezra’s whole little body starting to burn. Dennis flipped his shoulders forward and yanked the chair onto its front legs. The chair pivoted and began to drop forward. Dennis twisted one final time and the chair flew sideways against the floor. One of the legs barely reached Ezra, clipping the jar and sending it up into the air. The chair settled on its back with Dennis staring up. He watched the jar bounce off a metal drum and then drop onto a red rusted barrel. The barrel lid popped open and the jar slid down into the barrel. There was a small splash followed by a hissing rush of air. The barrel lid settled on the side and then tipped and slid to the floor in a loud crash.

Dennis lay there on his back, tied to the chair, trying to catch his breath. His body couldn’t make up its mind whether to start crying or throw up. Dennis turned his head and looked at the barrel. It was about five feet tall and two feet wide and obviously contained some sort of liquid.
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“Airholes,” Dennis moaned, knowing that Ezra’s jar would be filling up with whatever was in the barrel and sinking to the bottom.

Dennis rocked back and forth like a tipped-over turtle, frantically trying to roll over or move. It was no good; he was useless. Dennis closed his eyes. The barrel gurgled and a final pop of air escaped the top.

Dennis lay there in silence. It was so quiet that he could hear
 a couple of mice scurrying around behind him. He half hoped someone would remember he was there and he half hoped he would be left alone to die.

Dennis heard a soft metallic scratching. He turned his head,
 listening for it. Again the noise sounded and Dennis could tell it was coming from the barrel Ezra had dropped into. Dennis held his breath and listened carefully.

After a minute of silence the sound could be heard again. This time it was louder and had a slight echo.

“Ezra?” Dennis said hopefully. “Is that you?”

There was a short tap followed by a long scratch. Dennis fought his ropes to get free, but it was no use.

“I’m trapped,” Dennis said.

There was another tap and then, like a wicked purple sun rising over a rusted metal rim, Ezra emerged.

Dennis smiled.

Ezra flung his arms over the rim of the barrel and pulled himself up onto it. His purple tassel was wriggling menacingly and his green nail-polished body was glowing. His metallic leg shone as if it had been polished repeatedly for years.

“Ezra,” Dennis said happily.

The glowing toothpick looked down at Dennis and smiled. His single eye blinked and he looked almost proud. Ezra hopped from the top of the barrel and zipped up to Dennis. Dennis could feel warmth radiating from him.

“I’m sorry,” Dennis said.

“You saved me,” Ezra replied. “And look at me, I’m more powerful than ever. I have no further insult for you.”

Dennis looked dumbfounded.

“Of course, I might change my mind if you continue to make it so easy,” Ezra said.

Dennis smiled. “If I could get untied, we could . . .”

Ezra touched the rope around Dennis’s chest and it disintegrated. Ezra zipped around the chair and in less than two seconds Dennis was free and dusting bits of rope off of him.

“That’s a new trick,” Dennis said.

“I’m a new toothpick,” Ezra growled. “And I’ve a new nemesis.”

“Elton?”

“Nobody puts me in a jar. I will use him if I need to, but I will not rest until he and Geth are destroyed.” Ezra’s purple tassel
 smoldered. “You and I will rule both the realm of Foo and the sad Reality we are now fighting in.”

“Let’s get out of here, then,” Dennis said.

Ezra jumped up onto Dennis’s shoulder in a single bound. His body glowed and he clenched his fists. Dennis walked towards the doors. Before he could even comment on the fact that they were probably locked, Ezra reached out his right hand and the two metal doors blew outward and off of their hinges. They flew fifty feet and slammed into the black vehicle that was parked out in front.

Dennis looked at Ezra on his shoulder. “I like that,” he said in awe.

“Not as much as me,” Ezra cackled.

Through the open door they could see Elton and Mole and Mustache climb out of the smashed vehicle. The three men were yelling and running towards the doorway. Ezra stretched out his other arm and the entire front of the bunker began to pull away from the mountain. Elton and his cronies stared at the tilting wall in horror.

Ezra growled and the wall came tumbling down on top of Mole and Mustache. Elton had been in the path of the missing doors and now stood surrounded by piles of stone and board. Mole and Mustache moaned from under the wreckage.

“What’s happening?” Elton asked, trying to remain calm.

“Things have changed,” Dennis said.

Ezra spoke into Dennis’s ear, quite comfortable with him doing his speaking.

“We’ll need at least fifty tanks,” Dennis said. “Some helicopters and planes might help as well.”

“I can’t . . .” Elton started to say, but Ezra flashed his tiny hands open and Elton fell to the ground.

Dennis walked through the rubble and stood over Elton.

“Do you want to occupy Foo?” Ezra seethed.

Elton nodded.

“Then we’ll need everyone you can get,” Ezra barked.

“I’ll have to make some calls,” Elton said, standing back up. “I’ll need to contact my leaders.”

“Do it,” Dennis commanded.
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Ten hours later a massive convoy of tanks and military vehicles was making its way out of Albuquerque and moving towards Blue Hole Lake. The sides of the vehicles had banners that read: Military Relief Effort.

Dennis was in the backseat of the lead vehicle with Ezra on his knee. Elton was there as well, and a general with more medals than hair was questioning the toothpick in disbelief.

“A whole realm?” the general asked. “Untapped land?”

“A whole realm,” Ezra answered, bothered. “Can’t these things go faster?”

“The convoy’s moving as fast as it can,” the general said.

“What’s the deal with the Military Relief Effort signs?” Dennis asked.

“We feel there’s no need to get people too concerned.”

“Were you elected to your position?” Ezra asked cruelly.

“No,” the general said, clearing his throat.

“I didn’t think so,” Ezra sniffed.

“You know, we’re putting a lot of trust in you two,” the general huffed.

“Would you like me to turn your body inside out from your mouth?” Ezra asked seriously.

The general laughed uncomfortably while Elton shook his head.

“Trust what you want,” Ezra said. “But in a short while Foo will spill from the opening, and if we don’t strike first, then we will be destroyed.”

The general shrugged. He looked down at Ezra and tapped his own nose with his right index finger. “I suppose we’ve gone to war over far less.”

“See,” Ezra said. “That’s the spirit. This will all work so much better if you just listen to me.”

“I’ve always been an out-of-the-box thinker,” the general bragged.

Ezra and Dennis stared at the general.

“Wow,” Ezra laughed. “This is going to be easier than I thought.” Ezra’s vicious cackle filled the large vehicle and added to the overall feeling of uneasiness about what was unfolding—none of them realizing that what they were driving into was the beginning of the very end.
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Glossary

Who’s Who in Foo
 

Leven Thumps

Leven is fourteen years old and is the grandson of Hector Thumps, the builder of the gateway. Lev originally knew nothing of Foo or of his heritage. He eventually discovered his true identity: He is an offing who can see and manipulate the future. Lev’s brown eyes burn gold whenever his gift kicks in.

Winter Frore

Winter is thirteen, with white-blonde hair and deep evergreen eyes. Her pale skin and willowy clothes give her the appearance of a shy spirit. Like Sabine, she is a nit and has the ability to freeze whatever she wishes. She was born in Foo, but her thoughts and memories of her previous life are gone. Winter struggles just to figure out what her purpose is.

Geth

Geth has existed for hundreds of years. In Foo he was one of the strongest and most respected beings, a powerful lithen. Geth is the head token of the Council of Wonder and the heir to the throne of Foo. Eternally optimistic, Geth is also the most outspoken against the wishes of Sabine. To silence Geth, Sabine trapped Geth’s soul in the seed of a fantrum tree and left him for the birds. Fate rescued Geth, and in the dying hands of his loyal friend Antsel he was taken through the gateway, out of Foo, and planted in Reality. He was brought back to Foo by Leven and Winter.

Sabine (suh-bine)

Sabine is the darkest and most selfish being in Foo. Snatched from reality at the age of nine, he is now a nit with the ability to freeze whatever he wishes. Sabine thirsts to rebuild the gateway because he believes if he can move freely between Foo and Reality he can rule them both. So evil and selfish are his desires that the very shadows he casts seek to flee him, giving him the ability to send his dark castoffs down through the dreams of men so he can view and mess with Reality.

Antsel

Antsel was a member of the Council of Wonder. He was aged and fiercely devoted to the philosophy of Foo and to preserving the dreams of men. He was Geth’s greatest supporter and a nit. Snatched from Reality many years ago, he was deeply loyal to the council and had the ability to see perfectly underground. He was a true Foo-fighter who perished for the cause.

Clover Ernest

Clover is a sycophant from Foo assigned to look after Leven. He is about twelve inches tall and furry all over except for his face, knees, and elbows. He wears a shimmering robe that renders him completely invisible if the hood is up. He is incredibly curious and mischievous to a fault. His previous burn was Antsel.

Tim Tuttle

Tim is a garbage man and a kindly neighbor of Winter. In Reality, Tim and his wife, Wendy, looked after Winter after being instructed to do so by Amelia. When Winter goes missing, Tim sets out to find her.

Dennis O Wood

Dennis is a janitor whom fate has picked to carry out a great task. He leads a lonely life and has never dreamed.

Janet Frore

Janet is a woman who believes she is Winter’s mother but has no concern that Winter is missing. She has spent her life caring only for herself.

Terry and Addy Graph

Terry and Addy were Leven’s horrible-care givers in Reality.

Osck

Osck is the unofficial leader of a small band of echoes. He is deeply committed to the meshing of Foo with Reality. He has also taken a very strong liking to Janet Frore.

Azure

Azure is a lithen and a contemporary of Geth. He sat on the Council of Wonder and was a great friend of Geth’s brother Zale. He turned to evil when he decided to stand still too long and let the influence of the Dearth overtake his mind and heart. A small bit of good still infects him, and it manifests itself by swelling and bleeding from his right ear. He is no longer his own man.
  

The Order of Things
 

Baadyn

The Baadyn are fickle creatures who live on the islands or shores of Foo. They seek mischief to a point, but when they begin to feel guilty or dirty, they can unhinge themselves at the waist and let their souls slide out and into the ocean to swim until clean. The clean souls of the Baadyn have been known to do numerous good deeds.

Black Skeletons

These great warriors rose from the Cinder Depression many years ago. They occupy the land nearest Fté, and are known for their ability to tame and ride avalands.

Cogs

Cogs are the ungifted offspring of nits. They possess no great single talent, yet they can manipulate and enhance dreams.

The Dearth

It is said that there is none more evil than the Dearth. His only desire is for the soil to have the last say as all mankind is annihilated. He has long been trapped beneath the soil of Foo, but has used his influence to poison Sabine and Azure and any who would stand still long enough to be fooled. In his present state, the Dearth works with the dark souls who have been buried to move the gloam and gain greater power on his quest to mesh Foo with Reality.

Echoes

Echoes are gloriously bright beings that are born as the suns reflect light through the mist in the Fissure Gorge. They love to stand and reflect the feelings and thoughts of others. They are useful in war because they can often reflect what the opponent is really thinking.

Eggmen

The Eggmen live beneath the Devil’s Spiral and are master candy makers. They are egg-shaped and fragile, but dedicated believers in Foo.

Fissure Gorge

Fissure Gorge is a terrific gorge that runs from the top of Foo to the Veil Sea. At its base is a burning, iridescent glow that creates a great mist when it meets with the sea. The heat also shifts and changes the hard, mazelike air that fills the gorge.

Gifts

There are twelve gifts in Foo. Every nit can take on a single gift to help him or her enhance dreams. The gifts are:

See through soil

Run like the wind

Freeze things

Breathe fire

Levitate objects

Burrow

See through stone

Shrink

Throw lightning

Fade in and out

Push and bind dreams

Fly

Gloam

The gloam is the long arm of dirt stretching from below the Sentinel Fields out into the Veil Sea. It is said that the Dearth uses the black souls of selfish beings buried in Foo to push the gloam closer to the Thirteen Stones in an effort to gain control of the gifts.

Gunt

The gunt are sticky creatures that seal up and guard any hole too deep, thus preserving the landscape of Foo and preventing disaffected beings from digging their way out. Once gunt hardens in the holes, it can be harvested to eat.

Lith

Lith is the largest island of the Thirteen Stones. It has long been the home of the Want and a breeding ground for high concentrations of incoming dreams. Lith was originally attached to the main body of Foo but shifted to the Veil Sea along with the other stones many years ago.

Lithens

Lithens were the original dwellers of Foo. Placed in the realm by fate, they have always been there. They are committed to the sacred task of preserving the true Foo. Lithens live and travel by fate, and they fear almost nothing. They are honest and are believed to be incorruptible. Geth is a lithen.

Longings

A near-extinct and beautiful breed, longings were placed in Foo to give the inhabitants a longing for good and a desire to fulfill dreams. They have the ability to make a person forget everything but them.

Lore Coil

Lore Coils are created when something of great passion or energy
 happens in Foo. The energy drifts out in a growing circle across Foo, giving information or showing static-like images to those it passes over. When the Lore Coil reaches the borders of Foo, it bounces back to where it came from. It can bounce back and forth for many years. Most do not hear it after the first pass.

Nits

Niteons—or nits, as they are referred to—are humans who were once on earth and were brought to Foo by fate. Nits are the working class of Foo. They are the most stable and the best dream enhancers. Each is given a powerful gift soon after he or she arrives in Foo. A number of nits can control fire or water or ice. Some can see in the pitch dark or walk through walls and rock. Some can levitate and change shape. Nits are usually loyal and honest. Both Winter Frore and Sabine are nits.

Offings

Offings are rare and powerful. Unlike others who might be given only one gift, offings can see and manipulate the future as well as learn other gifts. Offings are the most trusted confidants of the Want. Leven Thumps is an offing.

Omitted

The Omitted are very insecure and untrusting beings. They can see everything in Foo except for themselves and their reflections. They are dependent on others to tell them how they look. They reside in caves and trees in the mountains outside the Invisible Village. 

Onicks

Raised near the Lime Sea, these winged beasts travel mostly by foot. An onick is loyal only to the rider on its back, and only as long as that rider is aboard.

Rants

Rants are nit offspring that are born with too little character to successfully manipulate dreams. They are constantly in a state of instability and chaos. As dreams catch them, half of their bodies become the image of what someone in Reality is dreaming at the moment. Rants are usually dressed in long robes to hide their odd, unstable forms. Jamoon is a rant.

Rovens

Rovens are large, colorful, winged creatures that are raised in large farms in the dark caves beneath Morfit. They are used for transportation and sought after because of their unbreakable talons. Unlike most in Foo, rovens can be killed. They are fierce diggers and can create rips in the very soil of Foo. When they shed their hair, it can live for a short while. They often shed their hair and let it do their dirty work.

Sarus

The sarus are thick, fuzzy bugs who can fly. They swarm their victims and carry them off by biting down and lifting as a group. They can communicate only through the vibration of water. They are in control of the gaze and in charge of creating gigantic trees.

Shatterball

Shatterball is a popular sport played in a suspended giant orb of glass created by special engineers in Foo. The players are nits who have the gift of flight. It is a violent and exciting game that ends either when the orb is shattered or when only a single player remains inside. It is played with a small black ball called a pit.

Sochemists

The Sochemists of Morfit are a group of twenty-four aged beings who listen for Lore Coils and explain what they hear. They are constantly fighting over what they believe they have heard. They communicate what they know to the rest of Foo by using locusts.

Sycophants (sick-o-funts)

Sycophants are assigned to serve those who are snatched into Foo. Their job is to help those new residents of Foo understand and adjust to a whole different existence. They spent their entire lives serving the people to whom they are assigned, called their “burns.” There is only one way for sycophants to die, but nobody aside from the sycophants knows what that is.

Thorns

Thorns are possessive and whimsical beings. They are as small as bees, but they have great strength. They often live and hover around things they have grown attracted to, spending their days protecting and taking care of what they admire.

Thirteen Stones

The Thirteen Stones were once the homes of the members of the Council of Wonder, with the thirteenth and largest, Lith, occupied by the Want. Each of the smaller stones represented a different one of the twelve gifts. With Foo in disarray, many of the stones are empty or are being used by others for selfish reasons.

Turrets

The turrets of Foo are a large circle of stone turrets that surround a mile-high pillar of restoring flame. The turrets sit on a large area of Niteon and are surrounded by a high fence. The main way to the flame is through the gatehouse that sits miles away.

The Want

The Want is the virtually unseen but constantly felt sage of Foo. He lives on the island of Lith and can see every dream that comes in. He is prophetic and a bit mad from all the visions he has had.

Waves of the Lime Sea

The Waves of the Lime Sea are a mysterious and misunderstood group of beings who guard the island of Alder. Their loyalty is to the oldest tree that grows on the island.

Whisps

Whisps are the sad images of beings who were only partially snatched from Reality into Foo. They have no physical bodies, but they can think and reason. They are sought after for their ideas, but miserable because they can’t feel and touch anything.
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To Loo, Goo, Punk, Bubba, and Nay.
 May your dreams fly as high as your hats.
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“My fellow Americans,” the president began, looking straight into the camera, “and citizens of all nations. It is with complete soberness and urgency that I address you tonight. Recently our world has begun to experience some unusual events. Fields are coming alive, tornados have personalities, buildings are walking, bugs are carrying people off, and clouds are interfering with planes. We believe there are logical and sane explanations for these occurrences. We must keep a cool head and calm mind. I have been in touch with many world leaders, and this is a global concern. I want you to know that your government is doing everything in its power to keep you safe and combat this problem. We are urging everyone to . . .”

Nobody heard the rest because it was at that point that everyone’s TVs, computers, and phones went temporarily dead. It was also at that point that almost everybody began to understand that the world was most definitely in a mess.
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Prologue

Long Night
 

The night was as dark as any serious sin. Only the yellow stars in the sky had any presence up above, and the ground below shook as Foo continued to transform. If you remember correctly, Leven had just cut the Dearth in half and dragged a near-dead Azure back to Geth and Winter. If you don’t remember correctly, then Leven had just hosted a birthday party and Winter had come to give him a new sweater that matched his eyes.

Let’s hope you remembered correctly.

Directly after Leven had returned with Azure, they had all moved their camp to some hidden tents at the edge of the Swollen Forest. The tents, built on stone, were a secret place where Azure had sometimes come to get away from the constant dark whisperings of the Dearth. Once they got safely there, they had all collapsed into a tired sleep.

Thirty minutes later, Leven jumped up, yelling. He looked around, catching his breath. The tent was unfamiliar, and the dark of night made the surroundings look like a dream.

“Are you okay?” Geth whispered.

Leven sat down on a wooden chair—nothing more, he just sat, but in sitting, the weight of the world seemed to settle. His large shoulders relaxed and he thrust his fingers back though his long black hair.

“It was a weird dream,” Leven said.

“Could you keep it to yourself until morning?” Winter pleaded.

“Wait,” Geth prodded. “What do you feel?”

Geth stood up to the right of Leven. His left hand was on Leven’s shoulder, and his blue eyes glowed in a way they had never previously done. Geth was over six feet tall, and his dark blond hair was wild and hung in front of his right eye like a ragged curtain that was hiding something entertaining and secretive. He was muscular in his green robe and black pants and stood like a statue that nobody could easily push over or damage.

Geth smiled. “It’s all changed, hasn’t it?”

Leven looked up at his friend and smiled anemically. “Yes—it’s all changed. I can see so many dreams.”

“I don’t understand,” Winter said, looking around. “What’s changed?”

Leven smiled a half smile. Winter was no longer a child; she was beautiful, and as strong as any nit in Foo. Her green eyes looked at Leven, the depth of them immeasurable and mesmerizing. Winter was wearing a snug white shirt with burgundy pants. She had a thin white robe hanging loosely over her left shoulder, the hood of it tossed back, exposing her lengthy blonde hair tied loosely behind her head. She blinked, and the green in her eyes seemed to rise to the surface.

“I’ll take this one,” Clover said, fielding Winter’s question. “Leven’s no longer just that boy who lived with those awful people in that . . . what was it called?”

“House,” Winter answered.

“No,” Clover sneered, “in that long box with wheels hidden beneath it.”

“That was their house,” Winter said.

“Really?” Clover shrugged. “It had wheels.”

“It was still a house,” Winter insisted.

“But the floor sagged and the walls were made of paper.”

“It was still a house.”

“Does anyone have a dictionary?” Clover asked. “I think you’re—”

Leven stopped Clover by patting him on the head. He smiled at the small sycophant and stood up. Leven was taller than Geth now, and his face was well defined and framed by a strong jawbone. His eyes burned so strongly that when he closed his eyelids they still glowed lightly. Leven stretched out his right arm and Clover sprang from the ground and twisted up his arm and onto his shoulder, looking like a bulky snake.

“It was a house,” Leven smiled. “But it wasn’t home. And I’ll tell you what’s changed,” he went on, looking toward Winter. “Everything.”

“That’s pretty vague,” Winter complained. “What’s coming next? Something?”

“So, how many days?” Geth asked.

Leven closed his eyes.

“How many days till what?” Winter questioned.

“He’ll know,” Geth said softly, nodding toward Leven. “He should be able to see the end.”

“End of what?” Clover whispered excitedly.

“The end of it all,” Geth answered.

“And it’s in just a matter of days?” Winter asked anxiously.

“Can’t you feel it?” Geth said gently. “One would have to be emotionally dead not to recognize how close we stand to the end.”

Winter and Clover were quiet as Leven lifted his eyelids and let the gold shine brightly. He looked at Geth and smiled. “I should let you know that in the end you will fight yourself.”

Geth rocked on his feet and grinned. “I can’t wait to meet my missing piece.”

“You’ll have to get back to where we began,” Leven added. “And you,” he said, turning to Winter. “You might save us all.”

“Might?” she said, blushing deeply.

“Oh, oh, do me, do me!” Clover said, jumping up and down.

Leven’s expression dropped and he let his gaze fall to the ground. He raised his hands to his face and rubbed his eyes with his palms.

“What do you see?” Clover asked excitedly.

Leven was quiet, his eyes closed.

“It must be something really great,” Clover whispered.

“It is,” Leven said solemnly, his eyes opening slowly. “But you’ll have to wait.”

Clover shivered and disappeared.

Leven began to cough, and his eyes flashed. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. My throat gets hot and one leg feels longer than the other and my eyes keep freaking out.”

“You’re changing,” Geth explained. “The gifts will really start coming on now.”

“Just think of it as kind of like a Foovian puberty,” Winter joked.

Leven stared at her.

“So, how long do we have?” Geth asked again, looking like a soldier awaiting his orders.

“It’s already begun, but once the exit opens, no more than three days,” Leven answered. “That’s all the time we’ve got.”

Geth cheered.

“All of that stuff will happen in three days?” Winter asked frantically. “The end will be here in three days? Three literal days, or figurative? I mean that’s only . . . seventy-two hours.”

“Should be a wild three days,” Leven smiled.

“Then I’m getting some sleep,” Winter insisted. She stood up and gathered her blankets and furs. “I’ll be in the other tent.”

Winter walked out to go to the other tent, where Tim and Janet and Azure were sleeping, while Geth continued to quiz Leven.
  

Chapter One

When Peace Is Shattered
 

Two small sycophants stood on a tall gray rock and gazed out over the Veil Sea. The dark waters were choppy, and the largest moon was pulling and pushing huge waves up on the shores only to call them back again. The banks were covered with sycophants all poised and waiting for battle.

“They’re coming,” Rast whispered, his voice sounding old and tired.

“I know,” Reed replied. “I’m worried that each breath might be my last.”

The night felt poised to fall and shatter, as if someone had stacked it precariously on a high shelf and now the smallest motion might send the whole thing tumbling down. Orange flares shot across the sky, drawing lines from one end of Foo to the other.

“Keep your heart light,” Rast pleaded. “Please.”

“It’s not in my nature,” Reed admitted. “But I’ll try.”

Rast smiled at his friend. Rast was one of the most important sycophants and the brightest point in the Chamber of Stars. He had been entrusted with the well-being of Foo, and now the entire realm teetered on the brink of collapse. Rast stared at the thousands of sycophants who were all poised and waiting along the shore for battle. In the past, the only way to see the sycophants would have been to look through the special glasses he had. Now, with the secret of the sycophants floating around everywhere, and so many Lore Coils exposing the words that stole the sycophants’ invisibility, there was no need for the glasses. Rast, along with anyone who had vision, could easily see every sycophant.

“Everything’s changed,” Reed complained. “How can we ask our children to fight when they are visible?”

“They must,” Rast said. “And they still have their claws.”

The claws Rast was speaking about were temporary and usually came during the few years all sycophants spent committed to guard the shores of their homeland. The claws were tremendous and razor sharp and shot out from their knuckles and could slice through just about anything. Their claws were extremely effective weapons, especially when sycophants were invisible. Now, however, they would be fighting against larger foes without the ability to disappear.

“I wish Brindle were here,” Rast said. “His heart is always light.”

“He’ll be back,” Reed said, too worried about himself to think of others. “We’ll win this, right?”

Rast looked at his friend and sighed. He put his small hand on Reed’s shoulder. Reed was a kind but anxious sycophant. He was one of the lower points in the Chamber of Stars.

“I can only hope,” Rast answered.

“Foo can’t fail,” Reed argued.

“Can you hear that?” Rast asked in a hushed whisper.

Reed jumped and then steadied himself. “Hear what?”

“Look,” Rast said, pointing. His voice was filled with sorrow. “The gloam now connects to our home.”

Reed looked, but there was nothing but darkness and thousands of sycophants standing motionless and on guard. “I can’t see anything but our troops.”

“See how the black of night moves right above the gloam?”

Reed slowly shook his head.

“We should have shattered that map,” Rast said.

“We tried,” Reed shivered.

“Well, it’s too late now,” Rast said sadly. “Can you feel that in your feet?”

Reed fell to his knees and pressed his palms down against the stone. “What am I supposed to . . . the ground’s shaking.”

“Ready the captains,” Rast ordered. “Claws out and eyes wide. Look over there now.”

Reed looked toward the gloam and could faintly see thousands of twinkling bits of silver reflecting under the moonlight. The lead rants were carrying huge silver poles, and the staffs were strung with thousands of coin-sized pieces of silver.

“Reed,” Rast ordered, “I was wrong. Claws out and eyes like slits—don’t look at the metal.”

Reed leapt from the stone as the largest moon increased in intensity, doubling the light of the night. Rast could see the armies clearly now. The shimmering metal looked like a net of sparkling lights. All over, sycophants who should have been fighting for their home began to stare at the silver and fall into a trance. Their small bodies splashed into the water or onto the shore, lying there motionless, looking like rag dolls.

“Keep your eyes closed and fight!” Rast demanded, screaming out to those in front of him. “Remember: Without us, Foo fails.”

Thousands of rants spilled onto the shores of Sycophant Run. They were swinging metal swords and wooden kilves. Rast jumped from the pointed stone and sprang up over a dozen considerably younger sycophants. He struggled up onto another flat stone and looked out over the scene.

Rast’s small heart slid down into his right foot. He watched as thousands and thousands of sycophants were thrown aside or trampled over. Stunned or wounded, the valiant beings fell. Everything in him told him to turn and run, but Rast knew that this was the sycophants’ last chance to stop what was happening. His eyes became wet and he could no longer see clearly.

Reed climbed up next to him. “There’s too many, Rast. And the metal is putting so many of us in a trance.”

“I see cogs and echoes fighting as well,” Rast said sadly. “Why would they fight against us?”

“It’s the whole of Foo spilling onto our shores,” Reed cried. “They want out and we’ve failed to keep them away.”

Rants circled in and around the numerous troops of sycophants. Some sycophants were slashing away with their claws out and eyes closed, but most were dropping like stones as their minds became transfixed on the shimmering metal.

“We should retreat,” Reed yelled. “We should hide until these fools have gone away.”

“And let them just walk out of Foo?” Rast asked.

“What choice do we have?”

Rast looked at all the thousands of sycophants. He watched as wave after wave of attackers rolled off the gloam and joined the battle. Two sycophants were hurled over their heads, flying back into the trees and crashing to the ground.

“We must retreat,” Reed said.

Rast looked at Reed. “Let me at least get my hands dirty first.”

“But . . .”

Rast screamed and then plunged down from the flat stone directly onto a huge rant. Reed shrugged, screamed even louder, and took on an enemy of his own.
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Chapter Two

I’m Not Sleeping Anymore
 

Leven tossed and rocked, trying desperately to find some more sleep, but the dream he had just experienced kept his mind racing. So, despite the exhaustion that had been brought on by lack of rest and even more by Leven’s battle with the Dearth, sleep was not coming easily. As he lay on the floor, his mind whirled and whined like a rusty hamster wheel. He could hear Geth breathing lightly across the room.

“Are you awake?” he asked softly.

There was no answer. Geth had found sleep, and only the sound of wind pushing through the leaves above answered Leven.

“Worry,” the wind seemed to whisper.

Leven turned onto his side.

“Worry.”

Leven opened his eyes. His pupils warmed slowly, sending a ray of gold up into the roof of the tent. He could see the stitches in the fabric.

Leven lifted his right hand and held it up to his view. His fingers looked the same, but he knew that something had changed. The Dearth had been unable to kill him. He had seen the blade crash down against his own neck and nothing had happened. His mind played the image over and over in his head. Leven caught his breath and sat up.

“Worry,” the wind moaned. “Worry.”

Leven could hear the sound of splashing water in the distance. He turned his head and closed his eyes. When he opened them back up a moment later, they dimmed until they were as dark and brown as they used to be.

Leven stood up and shifted his right ear away from the wind. It was faint, but the sound of splashing water still trickled through his brain.

“Clover,” Leven whispered, “is that you?”

The thought disappeared like a bubble as he looked down and saw Clover curled up in a ball, sleeping by Geth’s feet. Geth mumbled something and turned over.

Again in the distance water splashed.

Leven stepped away from the tent and into the dark. He could feel stone against his feet as he climbed down the knoll. He flipped the hood of his weathered black robe up over his head and pulled it closed at the neck. The robe was tight against his back and shoulders and way too short, causing Leven to look like a wizard wearing floods.

Leven hiked deeper into the dark, pushing through long, ragged tree limbs and tall tangles of grass. He looked up and saw a couple of dozen stars rolling slowly as if the sky were being tilted and they were sliding backwards. With his eyes to the sky, Leven’s feet faltered, and he fell forward onto his knees and palms. His hands scraped violently against a jagged rock.

“Perfect,” Leven complained. “You’d think I’d know how to walk by this point in my life.”

Leven moaned, stood back up, and dusted himself off. Had he been the normal Leven of a couple of weeks ago, his hands would have been bleeding profusely. But now there was no blood, and under the moonlight all he could see was a long, white scratch that was quickly fading away. Leven held his hand up and listened to the worrisome wind. He could still hear the faint sound of splashing water coming from beyond the trees.

“Worry,” the wind blew.

Leven stepped out of the thick trees and looked over the ground. The half-moons covered the landscape in shadows and shine. Up and over from where he stood was a small pond, and on the edge of the pond were dozens of smaller puddles of water.

The air smelled delicious and wet.

Leven jogged to the puddles and dropped to his knees. He thrust his hands into one of the larger puddles to rinse away the dirt from his fall. As he pulled his arms out of the water, he could hear the sound of splashing. Leven looked to his left and saw a big puddle gurgling and spitting. It looked like a boiling cauldron buried beneath the soil.

He stood up and shook his hands off, stepped over to the fizzing body of water, and looked down. The puddle shot small drops of water up into the air and onto Leven. He instinctively backed up, but the water was cool and calming, like a summer rain.
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Leven watched the water in the puddle settle and then grow glassy. He marveled as an image began to take shape in the liquid. There was a small, dark room with a high window and a dirty rug on the floor.

The image began to grow clearer.

Now Leven could see every thread of the rug and the texture of the walls and floor. He could hear the sound of talking coming from outside of the window. Amazed and a bit bewildered, Leven knelt down. He held his hands out over the puddle and flexed his fingers as a coolness from the water tickled his palms. Leven looked up at the moons and marveled that it wasn’t their reflection he saw in the water.

He shrugged his shoulders and stuck his fingers in the liquid.

The image of the room and small window smeared and then returned. Leven reached in deeper and fingered the edge of the small window. He could feel the wood frame. His middle finger snagged a rough splinter and Leven instinctively tried to yank his hand out.

It wouldn’t budge.

The water began to swirl around his captured arms like a toilet slowly flushing. Leven growled and pulled, but the suction of the water was too strong. The puddle pulled his arms in up to his shoulders and swirled even faster.

“Geth!” Leven yelled. “Geth!”

The right half of Leven’s face began to go under.

“Clo—” he gurgled.

His head went under. Leven used his left shoulder to push up on the side of the puddle, but it was no use. The pull was too strong. Leven’s shoulder slipped from the edge, and in one second his complete upper body was down in the puddle. Leven twisted and shook, but the water pulled him in to the point where there was nothing but his legs sticking out. He kicked and thrashed like a maniac, but the puddle kept drawing him in—two seconds later, nothing but feet—a second after that, nothing but nothing.

The water stopped swirling, and once again there was only the sound of the wind as it pushed through the leaves of the fantrum trees.

“Worry.”

Leven flew through the air in a dream. He had reached into a puddle and now he was racing swiftly toward the ground as if he were flying. He was frightened and exhilarated all at once. Flaring out his legs, he turned to the right. He wiggled his arms and lifted up and then back down a few feet. He was falling, but with some control.

Leven could see the hulking black mountain of Morfit off in the distance. The silhouette was sprinkled with thousands of small, flickering lights. Leven witnessed the darkness in the far sky as black dreams and selfish imaginations polluted it.

Leven dropped hundreds of feet. His stomach was in his mouth and his head was in his toes. He bent his legs and his body shot over the land at an alarming rate. He felt a pull, spun wildly around in the air, and then was thrown downward.

Leven could see the Lime Sea in the distance and land rushing up to him like steam. Everywhere there were large wooden buildings with pointed towers and turrets. The buildings made a large square around a giant piece of land. The ornate structures slumped and crumbled as Leven pushed through them, coming to a stop against a hardwood floor.

Leven’s body sprawled out on the floor in the shape of an x. His head spun and he found it hard to open his eyes as he lay there. He breathed in deep and tried to lift his head, but a rough voice stopped him.

“Lie still,” the voice said. “Keep your face to the floor.”

Leven was happy to oblige, seeing how he felt as if he had just been hit by a large truck. Even with his face to the floor he could see something walking around him, the shadow of whoever it was shifting as it moved. The shape stopped above Leven’s head. It moaned as if bothered and then spoke.

“He set up so many traps,” the voice said. “So many traps laid out for you, and you fell for one of the tamest.”

“Traps?” Leven slurred, unable to speak clearly with his mouth pushed against the floor.

“Traps—all over Foo,” the voice answered. “He needed to speak with you. Devices and gadgets designed to keep you on the course. It’s interesting that you fell for such a simple one. Nobody in his right mind reaches into a puddle in Foo without testing the water.”

“I did,” Leven reminded him.

“I wouldn’t admit that,” the voice mocked.

“Why?” Leven slurred.

“Lie still,” the voice said again.

“No way,” Leven said, pushing himself up.

“Lie still!”

Leven jumped onto his feet. He looked around, ready for a fight, but there was nobody there. “Where are you?”

“Couldn’t you have just stayed down?” the voice said, sounding disappointed.

“Who are you?” Leven asked again, still looking around.

“That’s not important. You’ve nothing to fear from me at the moment, but that could change. I speak for one who has every interest in what you’re about to do. He arranged this.”

“The Dearth?” Leven asked angrily.

“Certainly not the Dearth,” the voice said lightly. “The Dearth moves on his own accord and for his own purpose. Even now he’s pushing through the exit. What can you do but leave him be? Foo has no need of such darkness. He no longer whispers from the soil. His thoughts are on Reality.”

“I can hear him still.”

“Good for you.”

“There must be others who still hear him here.”

“Whatever,” the voice said. “You nits bring nothing but selfishness and confusion.”

“I’m not a nit,” Leven said.

“Oh, that’s right,” the voice grunted. “The Want. I would bow, but I don’t believe you would think I was being sincere.”

“I don’t want you to bow to me,” Leven snapped, still searching around for the voice. “I want to know why I’m here.”

“So impatient,” the voice said. “You’re here because someone wants to meet you.”

“You?”

“No,” the voice snapped. “If I had my way, you would never come near.”

“So, then, who’s this someone?”

“Or something,” the voice answered casually. “I can’t tell you. In fact, I’ve already said too much.”

“I don’t think so,” Leven argued. “You haven’t said enough.”

“If I had my way, I would pierce your heart with a dagger and be done with it,” the voice said. “No theatrics. No lessons or epiphanies.”

Leven tilted his head and looked up to the ceiling. “So I guess I should be happy you’re not in charge.”

“What does it matter either way?”

“I think it matters.”

“Why? You’re fortified,” the voice said. Sounding as if someone were reading out of an encyclopedia, it intoned, “Blade, poison, and accident cannot steal your life.”

“Thanks for the information,” Leven said.

“Unless . . .”

“Unless?” Leven asked.

“You might be safe from those who approach you, but you can still be killed by those with unfinished business.”

“What?” Leven said, surprised.

“Some can still hurt you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You will,” the voice said mockingly. “And of course you can still fail.”

“What are you talking about?” Leven looked around slowly, taking in his surroundings this time. The room was small, but its ceiling was at least twenty feet high. The walls were all made of wood, and he saw a large wooden door and one tiny window near the ceiling—the same window he had viewed through the puddle.

“I mean, so what if you live, if all that you’ve set out to do fails?” the voice answered. “If Reality and Foo mesh, there will be no need for a Want. There will be no need for anyone.”

“We won’t fail,” Leven said lamely, not even sounding convincing to himself.

“Unfortunately, you will, without our help,” the voice said sharply. “Unfortunately, we have to step in and provide a way. You were pulled into Foo and given the power of the Want, but you know nothing about the balance of things. Nits have killed siids, nits have given up their own powers, nits have made the sky black.”

“I’m not a nit,” Leven said boldly.

“No,” the voice said sarcastically and from a new direction. “You’re their hope.”

“And you’re against that,” Leven argued.

“It’s not up to me. I’d let you dangle,” the voice said. “But it’s not my decision. And if you pass, you will stand before the tree, and the decision to save Foo will be all yours. I’m not happy about it.”

“Pass what?”

“Nobody walks straight to the tree.”

“What?” Leven argued. “I have no intention of walking to a tree. I’ll find the Dearth and put an end to his plan.”

“Really?” the voice questioned. “What are you going to do? Kill the Dearth? How? And if by some chance you do, then what? Plug up the exit and make everyone go back? Tell all those in Reality to ignore what they’ve just seen? Stupid. There’s only one way for you to restore Foo, and it breaks my heart to help you.”

“This is helping?”

“You will travel to Alder.”

“No way,” Leven said. “I’ll travel to Sycophant Run. I only have three days.”

The voice laughed. “You will travel to the island of Alder, believe me.”

The sound of something large and creaking crackled throughout the room. The noise clicked and moaned like something pliable being bent a bit too far.

“I must go,” the voice said. “I doubt you’ll make it out of these walls, much less any farther. This room could be your coffin. But if you do manage to get out, follow the glass.”

“What?” Leven asked, confused. “You’re leaving me here?”

“Find your way out,” the voice said. “Or starve, for all I care.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Leven demanded.

“Can’t you do any thinking for yourself?” the voice whined. “There’s a way out of this room. Find it and you’re that much closer to walking the path that’s waiting for you. If you can’t get out, then I suppose it was fate for Foo to fall. Happy failure. And remember, if it’s too much for you, in three days none of this will matter.”

“You can’t just leave me,” Leven ordered.

“Make sure you’re not followed.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Leven asked.

There was no response. The room was silent. Leven walked to the large wooden door—it was locked solid. On the back of the door was an intricate carving of a huge tree. Leven shoved his right shoulder into the door, but it didn’t budge. He twisted and pulled on the wooden knob, but there wasn’t an ounce of give.

“Nice coffin,” he said to himself.

Leven let go of the knob and turned around. He glanced down at the ground. The wooden floor was well polished, and in the center of the room was a star-shaped rug surrounded by four chairs and a short table. On the table sat a large glass pitcher and a red clay mug. Leven walked to the pitcher and lifted it. He poured an inch of water into the mug, put it to his lips, and took a long drink.

The water was stale and flat.

Leven set the cup down and gazed up at the high window. A thick piece of rope hung from the window’s latch and stretched down to where Leven could easily reach it. Leven grabbed the rope and pulled lightly. The twine broke free of the latch and fell to the ground.

Leven picked up the rope and coiled it loosely in his hands. He tossed the rope up to the window, but there was nothing for it to catch onto.

Leven closed his eyes. He could see himself lying dead on the wooden floor, his body nothing but dust and debris. He calmed his mind and pulled at the image with his thoughts. He watched the scene in reverse, seeing his decayed body reassemble itself and then stand up. He wiggled his mind and forced the image of himself to walk backwards and pick up the pitcher of water.

Leven’s eyes flashed open.

With the rope from the window in his hand he stepped over the rug and stood above a bare section of wooden floor. Leven knelt down on the floor, took the length of rope, and laid it down in the shape of a large circle. He then stood up and retrieved the pitcher. Leven knelt back down and slowly poured the water into the circle of rope.

“Might as well leave the way I came,” he shrugged.

The water from the pitcher splashed and ran, but as it settled it collected into the large circle of rope. When the pitcher was empty, Leven set it on one of the chairs and then looked down at the glassy circle of water.

Leven smiled—his time in Foo had made him believe in anything, and he was finally beginning to understand the power of thought and invention. In fact, he was so accustomed to the miraculous that he wasn’t at all surprised to see the rocky knoll and the tents reflected in the water he had just poured out.

Again the sound of creaking could be heard outside the room through the window.

Leven quickly knelt down. He pushed both his palms into the circle of water and let the liquid pull him in. The shallow spill made the act of diving in a bit more painful. Leven could feel the floor of the room scraping against his stomach as he was dragged all the way into the spill.

Once under the water, Leven flew again. This time, however, he flew much lower and quicker across the ground. He twisted his body to dodge trees and buildings and anything over ten feet tall. Then, as if a giant fist were closing around him, he felt his lungs and body collapse. His breath was gone, and his eyes felt like they were going to jump out of their sockets. Two seconds later he was thrown to the ground ten feet away from where he had once been trying to fall asleep.

Leven caught his breath and sat up. He patted down his arms and felt his head to make sure it was still connected. Confident that he was whole, he crawled back into the tent and to his spot next to Geth. He thought about waking the others up and telling them what had happened, but he was now so tired that all he wanted was sleep. As he closed his eyes, he could hear Clover.

“Where were you?” Clover whispered.

“I’ll tell you in the morning,” Leven answered.

“Oh, I get it,” Clover said. “Wow, that was a long bathroom trip.”

“It wasn’t . . .”

“I might have some leaves you can chew that will settle your stomach.”

“I’m fine, really.”

Clover patted Leven on the shoulder. “You’ve had a huge day.”

“I’ve had a huge month,” Leven added. “Hey, are there any important trees here in Foo?”

“I think all trees are important,” Clover answered. “Imagine the view without them.”

“I mean, is there any one single tree in Foo that stands out?”

“They talk about the oldest tree sometimes,” Clover answered.

“They?”

“I mean, I was taught about it in school.” Clover yawned. “I don’t think very many people have ever seen it or are allowed to go near.”

“Where is it?” Leven asked.

“The island of Alder,” Clover replied.

Leven’s stomach lurched and popped.

“You sure you don’t want those leaves?” Clover asked.

“No, thanks, I’m fine, really.”

Clover let it go, and Leven finally found a bit of sleep that would be disrupted well before sunrise.
  

Chapter Three

Allergic Reaction
 

Careful, you knob!” Ezra barked. “Just because I have the power to turn you into a pile of green dust doesn’t mean my head’s not sensitive.”

Dennis carefully untangled the small snag in Ezra’s purple tassel and gently set the toothpick down on top of the stove.

Ezra shook his sensitive head and growled. “What kind of world is this that I have to depend on anyone besides myself?”

“It’s a crazy planet,” Dennis laughed.

Dennis stood up tall and stretched his back like a lanky cat. He was wearing his wrinkle-free pants and white, stain-resistant shirt. But on top of those he had on the purple robe that had once belonged to Antsel. The robe was burnt in spots and torn at the hem, but it still looked regal and otherworldly.

Dennis sat down on the small couch in the large RV that the U.S. government had provided for Ezra and him. There were two beds at the far end, a big bathroom, and a medium-sized kitchen that was connected to a nice, spacious section just for hanging out. It was in that hang-out area that Dennis and Ezra were now relaxing.

“Nervous?” Dennis asked.

“About what?” Ezra argued.

“Things are happening,” Dennis said blandly.

“What a brilliant observation,” Ezra mocked. “And just to be clear, I’ve never been nervous in my life. I’ve been angry, mad, confused, and out for blood, but I’m not the nervous type.”

A fly trapped in the RV began to smack up against one of the windows, trying to get out. Ezra reached out as if to help, and a tiny string of green energy shot from his hand and zapped the fly. The poor thing shook and then fell down on top of the stove.

Ezra smiled as he stood over his catch. “Do you want a wing?”

Dennis looked closely at Ezra. The thin toothpick began tearing off the wings of the dead fly. Ezra’s purple tassel wriggled as he blinked his single eye. His body was covered in green nail polish and his right leg had been torn off and replaced with a paper clip. Ezra was an extraordinary toothpick, but one of his most impressive features was the fact that he now glowed slightly. Ever since he had taken a dip in a barrel of something that had been hidden in a military bunker outside of Albuquerque, he was illuminating. The dip into the goo had not only made Ezra glow, it had given him strong and fantastic powers.

Dennis rubbed his forehead with his right hand.

“Something changing?” Ezra asked.

“I’m not sure.”

Ezra dropped the dead fly’s wings and leapt up and off the stove. He landed on top of Dennis’s head. “Oh yeah, something’s happening.”
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The small traces of Sabine that still remained existed only in the form of words that moved across Dennis’s bald head. What was left of Sabine seemed to be able to communicate with the Dearth and spell things out for Ezra to read.

The information had been invaluable.

Ezra and Dennis had used the knowledge to impress people and convince the authorities that not only were they needed but they alone were in the know.

“What’s it say?” Dennis asked.

“The exit is about to be opened.”

“And?”

“And the world will never be the same again.”

“That sounds ominous,” Dennis said.

“I don’t care about religion,” Ezra said. “I just want to get my hands on Geth.”

“And once you do?”

“I will make him suffer for every ounce of confusion and hurt I have ever had to experience,” Ezra cackled. “And I might break a few of his bones.”

“What about me?” Dennis asked. “What’s my role?”

Ezra slapped his forehead. “Do I have to think of everything?”

“I’m not used to thinking,” Dennis admitted honestly, his head still hurting due to the influence of Sabine. “But it seems to me that we might be in over our heads.”

“Quiet,” Ezra demanded.

“I mean, when thousands of people come through that entrance, what makes you think they’ll listen to us?”

“Shut up,” Ezra screamed.

“We don’t even know who’s coming.”

“I know you saved my life and I promised not to hurt you, but I have my limits,” Ezra yelled. “Now be quiet.”

“But the Dearth might kill us all.”

Ezra shook. “Do you want this to be your last day alive?”

“That’s what I’m saying,” Dennis said, standing up.

“No, I’m talking about me killing you.”

“You wouldn’t,” Dennis said boldly, and he threw open the curtains. “You owe me, and I’m just saying that you have no guarantee that the Dearth won’t just clean his teeth with you. Look at all those people out there.”

Ezra hopped up on the windowsill and looked out at the thousands of soldiers and tanks all gathered around Blue Hole Lake. “What about them?”

“Most are holding weapons and anxious to use them,” Dennis said. “And you might be able to kill flies, but I’m not sure even you could hold back all those soldiers.”

Ezra looked at Dennis and began to tremble and shake. His single eye blinked rapidly as the tassel on his head whirled and fluttered.

Dennis stepped backwards.

Ezra leaned his pointy little head back as he shook. Then, with one amazing yelp, he sneezed. Dennis flew across the RV and into the couch as all four sides popped out and the roof shot up twenty feet. The sides fell away and the roof ended up two hundred yards to the west on top of a military mess tent. All that was left was the base of the RV, along with the stove and couch.

Soldiers came rushing over by the hundreds to see what had happened as Dennis climbed up onto the couch and then to his feet.

He looked down at Ezra.

“That was me sneezing,” Ezra said. “You wanna see me belch?”

Dennis picked up the smiling toothpick and put him behind his ear as soldiers helped them down.

“To answer your question,” Ezra said. “Your role is to carry me around and act like the second most important person in the room. Clear?”

Dennis nodded carefully so as to not send Ezra flying.
  

Chapter Four

When It Comes to the Subject of Tim
 

It was the foggy moment between solid sleep and an approaching morning. The night, still dark, was thinning around the edges as a grey, soapy film washed over it. Those with any sense were still asleep, while those awake were either filled with worry or up to no good.

Winter was awake, and she was filled with worry.

She stormed in from the other tent and kicked the bottom of Leven’s right foot as he slept. “Where’s Tim?”

Leven turned over and sat up quickly. He rubbed his brown eyes, and instantly they began to glow gold. He looked at Winter and smiled as if she were a dream he couldn’t fully remember.

“What are you smiling about?” Winter said, blushing. She picked up Leven’s robe from the stony ground and threw it at him. “Tim and Azure and Janet—they’re not in our tent anymore.”

Leven stood up and quickly put the robe on. “Geth!”

Geth lifted his head up and looked around in confusion.

“Tim’s gone,” Leven told him, his voice filled with authority. “And so are Azure and Janet.”

“Why?” Geth asked casually. “Did someone take them?”

“I don’t think so,” Winter answered. “I was sleeping right next to them.”

Geth lit a small candle. The candle flickered to life, the tiny flames whining about being awakened.

“I know Tim wanted to get to his family,” Leven said. “Maybe he thought we would stop him, so he left. How far do you think they might’ve gotten?” he asked Geth.

“It depends on when they left,” Geth answered.

“They left about an hour ago,” Clover said, materializing.

“You heard them?” Leven asked.

“Yeah, it was just after you came back.”

“You went somewhere?” Winter asked Leven.

Leven shrugged. “That’s not important; we should find Tim.”

“I would have mentioned them leaving,” Clover said. “But Tim was pretty insistent about me staying quiet. He said they were taking Azure because he promised to show them the way.”

“So you saw them go?” Winter asked incredulously.

“I was writing in my dream journal,” Clover said defensively.

“At two in the morning?” Leven asked. “Why didn’t you tell us they had left?”

“I had an interesting dream,” Clover insisted. “What does it mean when you dream about barns?”

Leven and Winter just stared at him.

“Besides,” Clover went on, “Tim told me to keep it quiet.”

“Since when have you done what you were told?” Winter asked.

“They didn’t belong here anyhow,” Clover argued. “It’s always been us four . . .”

“Stop it,” Leven said. “Tim can’t be too far, not with Azure’s condition.”

“And he’s going the same place we are,” Geth pointed out. “There’s absolutely no reason for any of us to worry about the fact that he got a jump on us.”

“Tim’s going to Oklahoma?” Winter asked in disbelief.

“Well, Reality,” Geth answered. “Besides, there’s no need to worry. Either Leven stops what’s happening to all of us, or this chapter of Foo and Reality closes for good.”

Winter was about to speak, but she stopped and held her finger to her lips. “Do you hear that?” she asked softly.

Clover materialized on Winter’s left shoulder. His leafy ears twitched as he opened them wide.

“Hear what?” Leven whispered.

Winter kept her index finger up to her pink lips as Geth noiselessly drew his kilve up from off of the ground.

The air was silent. The ground wobbled just a bit as the bulk of Foo continued to shift and change. Leven opened his mouth to speak, but before any words came out, the sound of scraping bones against stone could be heard softly outside of the tent.

“Maybe we should just get a couple more hours of sleep,” Geth pretended, moving quietly away from the side of the tent. “We have no way of catching Tim, and things will probably look better in the morning.”

The faint sound of something clicking against stone could be heard. Leven looked down and saw a single black, bony toe sliding below the hem of the tent.

Leven pointed toward the toe and looked around for his kilve. Winter, however, was approaching the problem weapon free. She twisted and hurled herself into the intruder.

The tent collapsed and several skeletons showered down on top of Leven and Geth. Winter pulled herself up over the tall one she had broken apart, and with a twist disconnected his skull from his bony neck. The head of the black skeleton screamed at her as it flew through the air.

For the record, it was not screaming nice things.

Geth produced his kilve and masterfully sliced through the tent. He then tore through two black skeletons, turning them into nothing but one big pile of dark bones.

“More over there!” Geth yelled.

Leven pushed the tent away and could see five more skeletons silhouetted by the bigger moon. They were about twenty feet up above them. They pounced and clattered down on Geth and Leven, banging sticks and tossing fistfuls of dirt into their eyes. The dirt stung Leven’s eyes, and as he wiped at them he could feel two skeletons brutally beating up against him with sticks. Leven looked at them, surprised to feel no wound from their blows. Then, as if it were the most natural thing he could do, he grabbed hold of both the sticks they were holding and forcefully shoved them back and into the ribs of the skeletons. Leven shook the sticks violently—bones and sinew snapped and popped as the skeletons rattled to death.

A skeleton bit Winter on the side of the neck. She wrapped her arm around it and threw it on the ground. She then stomped on it until it broke apart.

Leven just watched.

“Are you okay?” Winter asked.

Leven didn’t know what to think. There was fear inside of him, but it felt like an old, outdated emotion that he should get rid of—like a shirt long out of style. Fear didn’t seem to fit him any longer.

“I’m fine,” he replied.

A huge black skeleton with a gigantic rib cage and massive bones jumped out in front of Leven and swung his right arm, hitting Leven in the face. Leven stumbled back and the skeleton jumped forward, throwing Leven to the ground.

“You would choose for us all,” the skeleton seethed. “Who are you to decide our freedom?”

The skeleton threw his dark skull forward and cracked it up against Leven’s forehead. Leven jammed his right knee up, compressing the skeleton’s torso and ribs up into his neck. The skeleton screamed and rolled off of Leven, falling apart as he moved away.

“Nice,” Clover said from somewhere nearby.

Leven stood up and watched Geth wipe out the remaining two skeletons. Then Leven, Winter, and Geth stood with their backs to each other searching the dark morning for any sign of more assailants.

“Those skeletons aren’t much sturdier than the Eggmen,” Clover said, materializing on top of Leven. “They break up pretty easily.”

“So what was that about?” Leven asked, breathing hard.

“The Dearth hasn’t given up on you,” Geth said. “He will send who he can to destroy you before you can destroy him. And so many have been under his influence for so long that they know nothing but darkness.”

“Do you think there are more?” Winter asked, her body shaking slightly from the fight.

“I don’t hear anything,” Geth answered.

It was completely silent.

“You know, I’m not sure I’ve ever seen any black skeletons alone,” Geth said excitedly.

“They weren’t alone,” Winter reminded him.

“I mean, they almost always travel with avalands,” Geth explained.

Now Leven smiled. He and Winter scurried across the stones and up over the rocky ridge from which the skeletons had just jumped down. Above the ridge, the largest moon lit the wide prairie like a giant sheet of glass. Not far from where they stood there were eight huge mounds of dirt.

Leven looked at Winter.

“It beats walking,” she smiled.

“I agree,” Geth added, standing by Leven’s side.

“Do I have a say in this?” an invisible Clover asked.

“No,” all three answered.

“Well, you still have a hand sticking to you,” Clover pointed out.

Leven looked down and saw the hand of a black skeleton clinging to the side of his robe. He pried the fingers open and tossed it away.

“Creepy,” Winter moaned.

Leven moved quickly, running across the prairie and directly toward the avalands. The beasts were as large as small hills and had stony, clifflike sides. Leven reached up and grabbed a small tree sticking out of the side of the biggest avaland. He pulled himself up as if doing a chin-up and then twisted his legs to the side to help push himself onto the back of the beast.

The avaland’s large, stony eyes opened. It breathed in through its cavelike nostrils and then breathed out, dusting half the prairie.

“Come on,” Leven said, reaching down to Winter.

She grabbed hold of the protruding tree just as the avaland stood. Winter’s hands slipped, but she was able to flip one leg over the tree and shove herself up. Leven pulled her close to him and smiled.

“Remember the first time we rode one of these?”

“I think I was passed out,” Winter said.

“Well, then, this ride should be better,” Leven said, smiling. “Ready?”

“Of course,” Winter replied, and she held onto Leven tightly.
  

Chapter Five

A Little Privacy, Please
 

There are some things in life that you just don’t need to talk about. The rash in your armpit or the fungus under your toenails—clearly those things are not that desirable as subjects for conversation. It’s the same thing for a book. I mean, a chapter where the villain falls into a pit and has to battle a robotic tiger is pretty necessary and cool. But a chapter where that same villain has to pull over and find a rest stop so that he can use the facilities is not only unnecessary, but hardly talked about. How often have you been reading one of your favorite stories and the main character has to hold off on wearing the sorting hat because he’s in the rest room? Or what if Darth Vader, instead of admitting he was Luke’s dad, had said, “Luke . . . where’s the bathroom?” It’s a part of everyone’s life, but it’s not really necessary to write about it, except for this time. You see, if Leven hadn’t stopped to rest and wash up, then he would have never . . . well, read for yourself.

Leven slowed the avaland. Winter let go of Leven and climbed off the back of the beast. Leven followed her down, grasping his throat as he did. Geth pulled up next to them on a slightly smaller avaland.

“I’ll just be a moment.”

Leven walked quickly into the trees. The tall limbs of the fantrum trees were curling and stretching in all directions. Some branches still had a few leaves on them, but most were bare. Leven could see a thick cluster of bickerwicks lining the backside of one tree. Leven leaned over and coughed violently. The sweat on his forehead was rolling into his eyes, and his throat burned as if he had swallowed a red-hot poker.

“You okay?” Geth yelled from out in the clearing.

“Fine,” Leven insisted.

“You don’t look fine,” Clover said, materializing in the limbs of a nearby tree. “What’s up?”

“I don’t know,” Leven said, embarrassed. “I can’t catch my breath, and when I breathe in deep, it feels like fire.”

“Weird.”

Leven looked at Clover and nonchalantly cleared his throat.

Clover stared at him.

“Do you mind?”

Clover caught the hint and disappeared, giving Leven some privacy. Leven moved deeper into the trees and through some short shrubbery. As he walked back, he passed a single tall tree standing next to the bushes. The weak moonlight was pushing against one side of it, creating a lanky shadow on the other side.

Leven walked through the tree’s shadow to reach the bushes. But as he stepped through the shadow, his body slipped into the dark form and out of another shadow far away.

“What . . .”

Leven turned around and pushed back into the shadow. The effect didn’t work in reverse. He scanned his new surroundings. He was standing in the shadow of a fat tree on the edge of a forest near the beginning of a wide dirt road. Behind him was a big beach running alongside a large body of water.

“Winter! Geth!” Leven yelled.

There was no answer.

“Clover?”

“Yep,” Clover answered.

“You were supposed to leave me alone.”

“I decided just to close my eyes.”

“Nice,” Leven whispered. “I guess I’m glad. Where do you think we are?”

“I don’t know for sure,” Clover said. “But look at the big moon.”

Leven looked up. From where he was standing, the biggest moon was directly overhead, staring right at them.

“I’ve never been directly under that moon,” Clover whispered. “In fact, I don’t think very many people ever have.”

“Why?” Leven asked, still looking up.

“Because in order to be under it you’d have to be on the island of Alder.”

Leven groaned.

“The Waves are supposed to keep anyone from reaching here,” Clover whispered, holding onto Leven’s neck and shivering. “Nobody’s allowed on Alder.”
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“I guess we are,” Leven whispered back.

“So why are we here?” Clover asked.

“I’m not sure,” Leven answered. “Last night I slipped through a puddle and was told to stay away from the exit. He said there were traps all over Foo.”

“He?”

“Some person or thing,” Leven said. “I couldn’t see him.”

“So there are shadow and puddle traps?”

“I guess.”

“Well, we should get back to Geth,” Clover warned. “Isn’t there another shadow you can step through?”

“I don’t think so.”

“What about the Waves?” Clover asked.

Leven turned in the direction of the water. “Garnock! Garnock!” he yelled, calling out the name of the lead Wave.

There was no answer, only the sound of small, lifeless waves brushing up against the shore.

Leven stared at the ground. The path he was standing on sparkled under the moonlight. “Is that glass?”

Clover jumped down and touched the ground. The wide path looked like a sheet of glass that had been broken up into a million small pieces. It stretched out as far as Leven could see.

“Yep,” Clover answered.

Leven turned from the water and began to walk quickly down the wide glass path.

“Are we in a hurry?” Clover asked.

“Yes,” Leven answered. “We only have three days, and now we’re stuck in the middle of Foo. Look for a puddle or a shadow or someone who can help us.”

“We really shouldn’t even be here,” Clover said. “I mean, this place is sort of sacred and holy.”

“I know,” Leven answered. “But it’s kind of cool, isn’t it?”

“Extremely,” Clover said, shivering.

Clover disappeared and Leven walked faster. The island of Alder was spongy and overgrown. Thick clusters of bushes grew everywhere, and rocks and hills were covered with grass and surrounded by trees. The wide path cut right through it all. Near a small hill dotted with large round rocks stood a faded red shack.

“Isn’t that a house?” Leven asked, pointing down the road.

Clover snapped back and looked in the direction Leven was pointing. “Yes.”

“Let’s see if someone’s there.”

“My mother always encouraged me to go into strange houses.”

“She did?”

“Well, only on certain days,” Clover admitted.

Leven walked even faster, glass crunching beneath his feet.
  

Chapter Six

So Many Misfits
 

The morning slowly shook the cold off to expose the warm body of day—the smell of salt and dirt and sea flowers filling the air. The mass of beings marching across the gloam added energy and excitement to the already highly charged air. Under the command of the Dearth, thousands had already reached the shores of Sycophant Run and were now moving to travel to the exit.

Lore Coils were snapping and screaming across the gloam as the passion and excitement of what was actually happening generated emotions strong enough to create them.

On the edge of the Sentinel Fields near Cusp, small battles still raged between rants and rogue nits who were not ready to give up Foo. Unfortunately, many nits from Cusp were now among those moving into the Sentinel Fields in an effort to get back to Reality.

The possibility had never been a possibility before. However, now that returning to their families and loved ones and the lives that they had been snatched from was possible, many were making a dash for it. It looked as if the entire population of Foo had turned into emigrants who were running for the border.

Azure leaned on Tim as they both pushed through the mountain of beings marching swiftly across the gloam. Tim stepped quickly, his thin frame and thinning hair making him look like more of a lightweight than he was. Tim had a kind face, and he was the kind of person most other people enjoyed being around. That wasn’t the case for Janet, who followed right beside them in her yellow housecoat with faded red flowers. Being a whisp, she had nothing to her but a faint image, and at the moment her image was sweating.

“Where are we going?” Tim asked.

“To Sycophant Run,” Azure answered, his strength slowly returning. “The exit is at the far end near the Hard Border. If we just follow this crowd, everyone will end up in Reality.”

Tim smiled.

“So there really is a way out?” Janet asked.

“There must be,” Azure said. “Can’t you see the darkness in the soil beneath us? The Dearth’s moving there as well, and soon Reality and Foo will be connected.”

“I’m sacrificing my chance to be with Winter here to make things right,” Janet cried. “There has to be a way out.”

“There is,” Azure comforted. “You’ll see.”

“This isn’t right,” Swig spoke up. Swig was Tim’s sycophant. He was a kindly being who had done a fantastic job of helping Tim feel comfortable. In the short time they had been together, Tim had grown quite attached to the little guy.

“Sycophants should keep their opinions to themselves,” Azure said.

Swig blushed and disappeared.

“He was just talking,” Tim said. “I kind of like to hear what he thinks.”

Azure looked further wounded.

“Go on,” Tim said to what looked like nothing

“Foo’s not meant to have an exit,” Swig replied. “It is the fate of all who are here to remain here.”

“That’s nothing but lore,” Azure insisted. “Cancerous lore. May the Dearth shrivel and die when he reaches Reality, but I believe for the rest of us it will be the beginning of a great new freedom.”

“I heard you were a lithen once,” Swig said, still invisible.

“I’m still a lithen,” Azure snapped.

“What lithen would allow this to happen?” Swig asked innocently. “What lithen would put up with such evil?”

“The meshing of Foo and Reality is not a mistake,” Azure said. “Lithens have simply been confused in the past.”

“I believe him,” Tim said to Swig. “It seems wrong to just steal people from their lives.”

“But you’ve not known Foo when it was peaceful,” Swig said sadly. “That is the purpose and the reason. Those who are snatched might experience temporary fear, but the wonder and the possibilities are a remarkable salve. That’s what we sycophants are here for—to make you comfortable.”

“Sorry,” Tim tried. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

Swig stayed silent as huge flocks of large birds flew overhead, screaming and shrieking at those below them. The birds dove and slid above the Veil Sea and shot over toward the direction of Sycophant Run. More and more creatures crowded the gloam, moving with purpose and speed.

Janet’s large eyes swept across the landscape. She looked like a white walrus wearing a dress.

Tim saw her looking. “I don’t see him either.”

Janet blushed, embarrassed by Tim’s having read her mind.

“But he has to be going the same direction,” Tim added compassionately.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

“That fiery echo,” Swig spoke up. “The one you were always making eyes at.”

“Osck,” Tim clarified.

“An echo and a whisp?” Azure said in disgust.

“Please,” Tim scolded Azure.

Azure looked at Janet and apologized. His dark blue eyes were as bruised as old fruit, and his dark hair was dirty. His long blue robe was tattered at the bottom hem, and he limped as he walked. Despite his condition, he looked more human than he ever had. The darkness that had possessed him was gone and in its place was a vulnerable, beaten man. A day ago he had been the leader of every dark soul in Foo. But after the Dearth had nearly killed him, he was a different person.

“We’ll catch up to Osck,” Tim promised Janet. “We’re all heading in the same direction.”

“What if he was hurt in the battle?” she moaned. “Or worse?”

“Echoes are a resilient breed,” Azure said, trying to be helpful. “It would take a true accident to take their lives.”

“And Osck seemed like one of the strongest echoes,” Tim added. “The only thing he wanted more than seeing Reality was to be near you. I’m sure we haven’t seen the last of him.”

Janet smiled and they all walked faster.
  

Chapter Seven

When the Whispering Fades
 

Leven stood in the middle of an abandoned shack. It was the largest of three shacks clustered together, partially hidden behind a run of fantrum trees, on the side of a wide dirt road somewhere near the bottom of the island of Alder. The shack’s red fabric curtains and gold roping made Leven feel as if he were a prop standing in the middle of some poorly funded Arabian movie. The shack was built over a large square of stone ground. Inside, the floor was covered with thick, dusty rugs and plush roven hides. Thanks to Leven, there was now a small fire burning in a round pit to the side, the smoke from the fire dancing up and out into the dark sky as the flames sang softly.

Leven’s on Alder, now we shall see

If while on Alder he’ll reach the tree.

Leven stared at the fire, and it began singing about something else.

There was nobody else inside any of the shacks. But once inside, it would have been hard not to feel comfortable. It seemed as if the whole of Foo had washed away and there was nothing but the safety and warmth of the shack.

In the center of the largest shack, hanging on a thick wooden beam above a small sink, was a square mirror. Leven gazed into that square and marveled at what he saw. He reached out and touched his own reflection, his pointer finger tracing the flat image of his gold right eye.

“I’m old,” Leven whispered. He shivered and pulled his robe up tighter around his wide shoulders.

Of course, to the boy who had been fourteen not too many weeks ago, anything over seventeen was old. Everything Leven had experienced since swimming into Foo had caused him to grow at a tremendous rate. His body was now hovering somewhere between ages eighteen and twenty.

Leven studied his reflection. His face was fuller and his chin more defined. The ears that had seemed too big on him were considerably more fitting; they were also hidden behind the long, dark strands of his hair, which curled slightly. The few freckles Leven had once sported had long since dissolved like raw sugar in milk, leaving his skin clear and unspotted.

“I look like a man,” Leven said.

Leven stared into his own eyes and marveled at all the things he had seen with them in the last few weeks. He had seen his life in Reality disappear and the realm of Foo grow up around him. He had seen a host of unimaginable creatures and beings flood into his life. He had seen his grandmother taken away from him by the gunt. He had seen Geth change from a toothpick to a man. He had seen his grandfather selfishly pass on to him the mantle of the Want before dying in his arms. Leven’s eyes had seen the dreams of his own father, a father he had long thought dead. Leven had also seen Winter change from a girl to a woman.

Leven’s thoughts warmed.

Winter was far different from the unsure child who had first found him at his school not too many weeks ago. Leven caught his breath. He could feel his emotions and soul catching up to the rapid growth of his body.

Leven pushed his hair back behind his ears and sighed. The sigh was as heavy and significant as any air he had ever released before.

Through the walls of the shack, Leven could still hear the Dearth whispering from patches of distant soil. Ever since Leven had returned from fighting the Dearth, his head had been filled with the incessant hissing and beckoning of his enemy. The hissing sounded wounded and forlorn, as if Leven had hurt the Dearth and the Dearth now mourned his absence. Leven put his palms up over his ears and growled to himself. He dropped his hands and breathed in deeply.

“I’m not sure I can do this,” he whispered, telling himself the secret. His reflection just stared back, looking sad.

Leven shook his head and turned the wooden spigot above the sink. He pushed his hands into the cold flowing water and washed them in the small basin beneath the mirror. He dried his hands, pulled back his hair, and tried to listen better to the wailing of the Dearth. Leven’s one long white streak of hair slipped from his hold and hung loosely in front of his right ear. He sighed and watched it happen in the mirror.

“You’re quite handsome,” Clover said casually.

Leven jumped slightly. “I thought you were checking out the other shacks,” he said.

Clover materialized on Leven’s left shoulder. He wore his small purple robe, the hood of it folded back. He was crouched and smiling innocently. His large, leaf-shaped ears fluttered and his small, hairless face scrunched as he sniffed and then blinked. The hair on the rest of his body was long and clean and he vaguely smelled of corn chips.

“I was in the far shack,” Clover admitted. “But it’s not as warm as this. Why are you staring at yourself?”

“Nothing, really,” Leven answered. “I guess I just can’t believe how old I am.”

“Everybody ages,” Clover waved. “Maybe you should try some cream or something.”

“Not that kind of old,” Leven laughed, shallow dimples appearing like grey smudges on his cheeks. “I was fourteen, and now? Well, I don’t exactly look fourteen any longer, do I?”

“I’m not good with ages.”

“It’s like I skipped five years of my life,” Leven explained.

“What you’ve been through this last little bit was not skipping,” Clover said defensively. “You just got a whole lot of living crammed into a short bit.”

“I know,” Leven agreed. “And now look at me—I look old.”

“You look like Leven,” Clover pointed out. “Besides, how can you see anything? It’s so dark in here.”

“Not to me,” Leven whispered reverently. “I can see the dreams everywhere.”

“Really?”

“Everywhere,” Leven insisted. He reached out his arms and brushed through the darkness. “I can feel the hopes and sadness of thousands of dreams. They feel like tiny pins. Look.” Leven clenched his right fist and grasped a spongy string of light. The dream glowed softly in his grasp like a limp glow stick. Leven pulled on the light with his left hand and stretched it like taffy. The elongated image of a small wooden boat blushed like a radiant tattoo.

Clover pointed at the bugs covering the boat. “Sarus,” he said. “They’re carpeting the whole thing.”

“Dreams are being destroyed already,” Leven whispered. “All of them are tainted with bits and pieces of the Dearth.”

“How?” Clover asked. “Has the Dearth already gotten through? I mean, the sarus are already there?”

Leven stared at the image in the dream, brushed away the bugs, and cleared the image. He left Clover’s question hanging and went to work on a strong dream filled with tall, dark humans throwing sticks and stars. Had Clover thought about it, however, he might have remembered the day he carelessly let a single sarus slip from his void while he was still in Reality. He might have also felt some pride and deep dread over the fact that his mistake was now helping to wreak havoc on hundreds of thousands of people and dreams. The single sarus Clover had set free had now multiplied into millions of bugs and was speeding up the destruction of dreams.

A wounded hissing floated lightly through the air.

“Can you tell if anyone is dreaming about me?” Clover asked in hushed tones.

Leven let go of the dreams he was holding and smiled. “Anyone in particular?” he asked.

“I’m not sure what you’re getting at,” Clover said, his blue eyes glowing softly. “I’m just wondering if one of the many things I have met in my life is now dreaming about me.”

“Things?”

“You know,” Clover said, closing his eyes and fading. “Things . . . people, stuff.”

“Stuff like Lilly?”

Leven couldn’t see Clover, but he could feel him shiver as he hung onto Leven’s right arm. A weak whispering floated through the air.

“I need to speak to someone,” Leven said suddenly.

“Who?” Clover asked, confused. “Jeffery?”

“Who’s Jeffery?” Leven smiled.

“That guy with the limp and the really tight pants?” Clover said snidely. “I mean, come on, move up a size.”

“Not Jeffery.”

Leven stepped from the large shack, pushing the splintery door open and letting the deep gray of an oncoming morning swirl around him. Alder felt different from the rest of Foo. It seemed like there was more oxygen, and the air was more moist.

The ground was rumbling slightly, the whole of Foo unstable and unsteady. Besides oxygen and moisture, the air was filled with emotional Lore Coils of different strengths and volumes. Leven could hear the words Alderam Degarus faintly drifting all around him, and he knew each one he heard represented the frightened and passionate concern of some poor sycophant somewhere.

Clover materialized.

“I should have kept my thoughts to myself,” Leven whispered, thinking back to the night the Dearth had pulled the secret from his mind.

“That was a pretty big mistake,” Clover admitted.

“Thanks.”

Leven walked a hundred feet over and stopped and stared down at the dirt on the edge of the island. The ground shivered like an old refrigerator with a tired motor. Leven could see spots of deep, dark swirls in the dirt where dreams were blocked by the presence of the Dearth.

Leven stared at the ground. Then, as if it were only natural, the weight of early morning seemed to push him down onto his knees. Leven knelt on the ground, fighting the urge to lean forward. His body felt like a heavy eyelid that insisted on closing. Leven bent forward and his face pushed down into the soil. He opened his eyes, expecting dirt to fill his view—instead the soil seemed to lighten. Like on an old TV slowly warming up, he began to see fuzzy images and warped definition beneath the ground.

“Wow,” Leven whispered. His eyes swept the sand, taking in roots and rocks and long-buried objects. He could see an underground river flowing miles away and a colony of three-armed tharms digging a long tunnel off in the direction of the Swollen Forest. He could also see beneath the Lime Sea, and then, like a flip of a light switch, Leven’s view beneath the soil was as focused and clear as staring at a mountain landscape on a cloudless day.

“I can see everything,” Leven mumbled.

Leven’s life was tumbling and shaping at such a rapid pace he could barely keep up with the changes. Ever since last night, when he had wrestled with and sliced the Dearth in half, he could feel new gifts working their way into his being. He knew that as the Want he could possess multiple gifts, but he was surprised by how quickly they were now coming on. He felt like he was a giant magnet and the abilities were being drawn to him.

As Leven stared into the dirt, he saw a sea of darkness a few feet beneath the surface. The blackness stretched out as far as he could see, and it was wriggling like a serpent away from the spot where he now knelt.

Leven thrust his hand deep into a square of dark dirt. He moaned and clenched the bits of black with his hand. He yanked upward hard, pulling a thick strand of the Dearth out of the dirt. The ooze stretched out and melted in his palm. It pushed through his fingers and dripped down his arm. Leven pulled the blackness up and stood. He stared at the tarlike substance in his hand and on his wrist.

“That’s real nice,” Clover said, disgusted.

“I can hear you,” Leven said to the muck, the gold from his eyes lighting up the strand of Dearth. “I know your head’s miles away, but I can hear you whispering.”

The black ooze hissed.

“I’m not the same person anymore,” Leven explained to the goop on his hand.

The dirt sizzled.

“If you push through to Reality, I’ll have to stop you,” Leven growled.

The black gunk in Leven’s right fist bubbled, and dozens of small, dark faces swelled like boils. The multiple faces whined and screamed in anger and agony.

Leven squeezed the muck and it popped from his hand and wriggled back into the dirt and away. Leven reached down and pulled out more. It too slithered and pulled, trying to escape his grasp.
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“He’s trying to get away,” Leven said. “Pulling out of Foo.”

The ooze burped.

“Ugly and no manners,” Clover observed. “He doesn’t have a whole lot going for him.”

The tar dripping down Leven’s arm hissed and whistled. Dozens of tiny, agonized faces swelled like zits in the muck. Collectively the faces began to hiss. They screamed, popped, and then withered. Leven stared at the black mess of Dearth he held. The glare of his gold eyes lit the ooze up from the inside out.

Leven pulled at the blackness and twisted it up like a stubborn root. With his left hand he yanked up more of the Dearth from the ground and tore at it. The strings of sticky evil pulled between his fingers as if he were a child playing with mud.

Leven could feel how long and stretched out the Dearth was. He knew he reached beneath the soil in all directions, slithering to an escape. The tiny faces in the black ooze began to laugh and snort.

Leven’s throat constricted. He coughed twice and could feel his lungs expanding.

“Are you okay?” Clover asked, patting him on the back.

Leven stood tall and then, as if he knew exactly what he was doing, he breathed out. Thin flames leapt from Leven’s mouth and wrapped around the ooze of the Dearth. The tiny faces melted and screamed as the fire turned them to ash. Leven watched the fire race down the black strings and extinguish itself against the ground. He closed his mouth and placed his hand over his lips.

“Wow,” Leven whispered, a weak wisp of smoke escaping from behind his hand. “I can breathe fire.”

Clover materialized on Leven’s left shoulder. “That’s one way to wash up—pretty cool.”

“Yeah,” Leven agreed.

“You look dazed,” Clover said.

Leven shook his head, “I’m fine. But the gifts seem to be growing. I woke up last night and couldn’t see the bottom half of me. A few minutes later the rest of me materialized.”

“Nice,” Clover said.

“Plus I can see under the soil,” Leven continued. “And just now I breathed fire.”

“You shouldn’t brag,” Clover said jealously.

“I’m not bragging. In fact, I can’t decide whether I’m confused or amazed. All I know is that the Dearth’s moving out and we’re stuck here on this island.”

“We could eat something,” Clover suggested.

“The world’s ending and you want to eat?”

“Maybe just dessert.”

Leven’s shoulders flexed as he stood up taller and smiled. The white T-shirt he wore stretched across his chest tightly.

“What?” Clover said defensively. “It could be like a portable dessert. Like an ice-cream cone or a splotch-sicle.”

“Maybe we should hike to the center of this island and find that tree,” Leven suggested.

“I guess,” Clover said reluctantly.

Leven reached out his arm, and Clover twisted around it and onto his head.

“Then,” Leven said, “maybe we can find some dessert.”

Clover disappeared and shivered contentedly for the next ten minutes.
  

Chapter Eight

A Very Important Piece of Land
 

Something was up, or perhaps it’s more fitting to say that something was going down in the small town of Burnt Culvert, Oklahoma. Up or down, over or under, either way there was a palpable unease in the air, an unease that seemed to prophesy that something big was coming. Yes, at the moment you couldn’t see it, but, like staring down a vacant railroad track and feeling the empty rails beginning to shiver, you could tell something thunderous and large was barreling toward you.

A fine mist of rain began to drop like glitter and then the wind blew, causing the entire town of Burnt Culvert to chatter and chirp like a large, rusty wind chime. Doors slammed closed, trees whistled, and clouds shivered as leaves and litter raced over the landscape. The sky above grew dim, making the scene feel like an outdated den with grassy carpet and dark walls.

It was Wednesday morning just after ten, or at least that was what the TV inside the manager’s office had just announced. The day would be cool and windy, and there was a slight chance of twisters touching down. The man watching the TV was Dooley Hornbackle. He was as old as any respectable grandfather, and his weathered face appeared friendly despite the drooping skin and large nose—he was like an honest version of the Dearth’s fake self. Mr. Dooley Hornbackle had owned and managed the Rolling Greens Deluxe Mobile Home Park for many, many years. He was a widowed Irishman with a soft heart and brittle knees. Currently his mobile home park was filled almost to capacity. The only vacancies were 1845 Flatline Circle, where someone had just moved out and the new home had not been brought in yet, and of course 1712 Andorra Court was still available. But other than that the park was full up. The manager’s small office sat just inside the entrance of the mobile home park. It was a tiny portable shed that he had rigged with electricity so as to be able to watch TV or run a fan on one of the hot summer Oklahoma days. There was also a short counter with a black phone on it. On the wall there was a calendar with pictures of World War II planes.

The black phone rang. Dooley Hornbackle picked it up and said, “Yes?”

The voice on the opposite end of the phone squawked and gnashed at Dooley’s saggy right ear. Dooley held the phone three inches away and listened.

“I know the sky looks bad . . . yes, I’ll keep an eye on it . . . I’ll unlock the shelter now if it will make you feel better.”

Dooley hung up the phone and grabbed his keys from a small copper hook screwed into the bare wall. He stood up, took in air, and let his bones settle just a bit, his knees popping like hot corn. Then, with the agility of a wooden statue, he shuffled over to the door. He pulled the door open, and wind raced in like heavy curtains. Dooley stepped back and then pushed himself out the door and into the open.

The voice on the TV had been spot on about it being windy.

Dooley fought against the wind, walking down the first lane in the mobile home park and toward the center. He walked through the small playground he had built years ago and over to the storm shelter he had put in when the park was first opened. The shelter was used a dozen or so times each year, but so far no tornadoes had actually worked through or damaged Rolling Greens Deluxe Mobile Home Park.

That was about to change.

Dooley reached the storm shelter. There were already seven residents standing near it waiting to get in.

“Hurry, Mr. Hornbackle,” one of the oldest residents ordered. “Hurry.”

Dooley unlocked the heavy steel door and turned on the light. The residents began to shuffle as quickly as they could into the storm shelter.

“You should sound the alarm, Dooley,” an aged woman said as she stepped in.

“I didn’t think it would get this bad,” Dooley replied. “And so quickly. I’ll—”

The warning sirens began to scream all over town.

“Saint Peter,” Dooley said to himself.

He looked over at the swing set he had installed twenty years back. The beat-up, rusty swings squealed and hollered at one another as the tough air pushed them around. Small trees peppered throughout the park shook their bare arms. The sounds of honking cars and gusting wind snapped and whirred all over like invisible pinwheels.

“Get in!” Dooley yelled as more residents worked their way to the shelter.

The air stiffened, and anyone trying to breathe had the sensation of trying to choke down a cup full of warm, glassy cubes of oxygen. Standing still, a person might feel pelted or stoned by Mother Nature herself simply because of the wind.

The sign above the entrance of the Rolling Greens Deluxe Mobile Home Park broke off at the top right corner and swung down, crashing into the line of beat-up old mailboxes and sending them flying. The old cars lining the road inside the park rumbled like tethered dogs wanting to break free.

Two new warning sirens began to scream and holler while three odd-looking funnel clouds touched down.

In the far corner of the Rolling Greens Deluxe Mobile Home Park, past all the homes and on the edge of a dry riverbed, sat the piece of land that Leven had once lived on—1712 Andorra Court. There were still bits and pieces of the home Geth had lifted up, Winter had frozen, and then Leven had helped shatter all over. They were tiny pieces, most of them completely unrecognizable and covered in dirt and weeds.

Nobody had ever moved in after Leven’s house had been destroyed. The lot was spooky and ugly and covered with thick, wicked weeds and prairie-dog holes. On the back side of the lot was the stump that had once been the bottom part of Geth.

A thick black funnel cloud touched down just over a mile away. The sound of it settling was like that of a tall building reluctantly imploding.

It was beginning to feel as if the town of Burnt Culvert was going to be sucked up.

Then, as if daylight were frightened, all light scurried off. The scene became as black as the darkest alley.

A twenty-year-old boy with long hair yelled for his mother and ran down the sidewalk toward the shelter. A man who had been painting the side of his mobile home ducked for cover as his open paint cans blew high-gloss paint all over him and his yard. Speckled and scared, he ran for the shelter.

Birds in the air no longer had any control of their flight patterns. They were flung sideways and backwards, riding the thick streams of wind. Two birds smacked into each other and fell to the ground inches away from where the bottom of Geth was.

The tree stump didn’t notice. In fact the stump was long dead. It had been many weeks since Geth had been cut down, and the wood had officially given up and was now hardening at a quick pace.

Boom!

The entire globe seemed to rock on its axis as a twister flicked its tail down into the ground.

Boom!

A second twister touched down in the park. It picked up the tiny office and threw it three miles south.

Another funnel cloud touched down. It caught the tip of one mobile home on the far side of the park and flipped the entire thing up and over. The home crashed onto the ground upside down. The wheels that had been hidden beneath its skirt now spun like roller skates that had been struck against the ground.

Two more residents ran into the shelter and Dooley struggled to close the door. He looked around, knowing full well who should be there. Any kids were off at school, and most of the residents were away at work. So, unless someone had stayed home sick, the shelter now held everyone it needed to.

“Everyone’s here,” an old woman yelled.

The sky drew in its breath and then, like an overzealous child blowing out candles on a birthday cake, blew it out. Dozens of tall, skinny funnel clouds shot down like strands of black licorice. The whirlwinds pummeled and ripped apart the mobile homes, roofs and windows shattering into confetti. As one funnel cloud would pick up a trailer, another would strip the tires from beneath it and send them flying like discuses into the dark sky.
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One after another, every mobile home was picked up and slammed to the ground. The air was filled with swirling particle-board, linoleum, and carpet.

The atmosphere burped and belched, filling the air with the smell of sulfur and dirt. Then, as if the sky were suddenly winded, it gasped and died, leaving the air completely still. Tiny bits and pieces of what were once dozens of people’s homes fell to the earth like clumsy rain.

Dooley looked at all the anxious faces huddled in the shelter. He was surprised the shelter had held up, the way the concrete walls had shook and wobbled.

But now it was silent.

“Is it over?” an old woman in a housecoat asked.

“I figure it is,” Dooley answered.

“Maybe it’s the eye of the storm,” an even older gentleman said. “It’s just a short calm.”

“I don’t believe it was one proper tornado,” Dooley said. “It was a mess of tiny twisters, and the storm’s blown through.”

Dooley stepped up the concrete steps and pulled the latch over. He pushed against the door; it moved outward about six inches and stopped. Dooley looked out and up at the sky. He pushed the door harder and it opened another two feet, pushing debris away.

Dooley swore, and rightfully so. He stepped out, and for only the second time in his life, he began to cry. There was nothing left of the Rolling Greens Deluxe Mobile Home Park. Unless, of course, you consider piles and piles of shredded-up homes and trees “something.”

Dooley stepped out farther. He looked around, putting his hand to his chest. Not a single home remained. The other residents pushed out behind him, crying and swearing—one woman fainted.

“Saint Peter’s mercy,” Dooley whistled.

It would take more than mercy to make up for the mess that stood before them all. Sadly, for the second time in less than twenty years this particular piece of the world had been completely worked over.

Everything in the mobile home park was lost.

Of course, it would take hours for anyone to realize that the far corner lot, 1712 Andorra Court, the spot where Geth had once stood and Leven had once lived, was now just a giant crater—no debris, no topsoil, just a big hole with a huge tree stump sticking out of it. The crater was the size of the lot and perfectly round. All the residents of the mobile home park would have marveled and wondered over it if it weren’t for the fact that they were temporarily blinded by their entire lives being in shambles.

Despite their lack of attention, however, it was pretty significant that the very spot where Antsel had planted Geth and Leven had grown up had changed shape again.

In the history of time, 1712 Andorra Court was one very important address.
  

Chapter Nine

Divided We Ride
 

Geth stepped out of the bushes and looked at Winter. “Nobody’s there. I looked everywhere, but he’s gone.”

“Clover!” Winter called, the early morning air cooling her words.

Geth put his hand on Winter’s shoulder. “They’re not there. Something happened.”

“They have to be there,” Winter insisted. She pushed back into the bushes, calling Leven’s name. “Leven! Lev?” Winter whipped her head around and looked at Geth. “Where could they have gone?”

“He’s disappeared,” Geth answered. “I was right by him and I didn’t hear a thing.”

“Did he fall in a hole?”

“There are no holes,” Geth said.

“Maybe he just needed privacy,” Winter suggested. “Lev!”

There was no reply.

“Listen, Winter,” Geth said calmly, “he’s okay.”

“How can you possibly know that?” Winter asked, her green eyes as wide as apples. “We’ve been together since the start, and I’m not going to just walk off without him. Why would you have some sort of radar as to whether he’s okay? I’m the one who . . .”

Geth waited patiently for her to figure out what she wanted to say.

“Well, how would you know?” she finally said, exasperated.

“I just know I’d feel different right now if he were harmed,” Geth answered. “Leven is walking where fate wishes.”

“You lithens are . . . I don’t know a kind word that would represent the word I really want to call you.”

“We’ve been separated from Leven before,” Geth said. “He’s very strong.”

“That’s true,” Winter said, exhaling.

“Fate’s in control,” Geth said kindly.

“I hate that.”

Geth smiled. “Look what it’s done for you so far.”

“Should I list all the times I was almost killed?” Winter asked.

“If you include the fact that you’re still alive after each listing,” Geth said. “And Leven has Clover.”

Winter’s shoulders dropped. “So they’re okay?”

“I think so,” Geth soothed. “I’d be more worried about us.”

“You’re so comforting.”

“We’ll get to Oklahoma,” Geth insisted. “That’s what Leven said, so that’s what we’ll do.”

“So we just leave them?” Winter asked. “We hop back on the avalands and act like this is how it’s supposed to be?”

Geth nodded.

“You’re so infuriating,” Winter smiled. She turned around and headed out of the trees and back to the avalands.

“You want to ride on mine?” Geth asked.

“No way,” Winter answered. “I’ve always wanted to control one of these things myself.”

Winter awkwardly climbed back up onto the avaland that she and Leven had been riding. She grabbed onto the long grass growing from the forehead of the beast and yelled. The avaland took off, and for a very brief moment she was rather happy that Leven had gone missing and she was in control.
  

Chapter Ten

Always Something There to Remind Me
 

The largest sun was now up, its orange body causing the biggest moon to take its leave. The morning was quiet, and only the sound of bit bugs buzzing in the foliage could be heard. The island of Alder smelled like soap—clean and good for you. Of course, it didn’t look clean—it looked like a place that had once thrived but was now abandoned and grown over.

Leven moved carefully across a thin rope bridge. The bridge stretched out across a narrow but deep crevasse that had water running down in the bottom of it. Leven and Clover had been following the wide glass road and it had come to an end at the head of the bridge.

“Don’t look down,” Clover said.

“Great,” Leven replied while looking down. “You know it’s impossible to not look down when someone says that?”

“Impossible is not a word,” Clover mimicked Geth.

“Your impression has gotten much better,” Leven congratulated him. “I—” Leven’s grip slipped on the rope and he grabbed to get ahold of it again. As his right hand grasped the rope, his left leg slipped and he had to balance himself on the bridge until it stopped swinging and he could stand tall again.

“Are you okay?” Clover asked. “You look uneven.”

“I’m fine,” Leven lied. “My balance is sort of freaking out.”

Leven looked at his left hand and watched it shrink back to normal size. He quickly put it behind his back.

“What’s up with that?” Clover asked.

“Nothing,” Leven’s voice cracked.

“Geth said you were changing,” Clover reminded him. “Is this what he meant?”

“I don’t know what Geth meant,” Leven said defensively. “As if I haven’t changed enough. I’m already a completely different person.”

“Maybe Winter was right about that Foovian puberty thing.”

Leven wanted to argue that fact, but he was afraid his voice would crack again. They stepped off the bridge and onto a mossy knoll with white flowers and orange bushes growing all over it. Leven turned around.

“Do you hear that?” he asked.

Clover shook his head.

“I think someone’s following us,” Leven whispered.

Clover looked back at the empty bridge. “Well, there’s nobody there now.”

“Good,” Leven said, beginning to walk down the glass path as it snaked away from the bridge.

“How do you know you’re going the right way?” Clover asked.

“I don’t,” Leven answered. “I just know I’m supposed to follow this glass.”

“What if we should be going the opposite direction on that path?”

“Then we’ll probably turn around at some point.”

“We should get back to Geth,” Clover complained.

“Why?”

“Because he’s so old and wise and has a really good sense of direction.”

Leven stopped. “Can you hear that?”

“What?” Clover said nervously.

“The sound of you making fun of my sense of direction.”

“Oh,” Clover waved. “I thought you heard somebody again. Anyway, I wasn’t saying you were bad with directions, I was just saying Geth was good.”

Leven smiled. “I would love to be with Winter and Geth, but it seems that fate has placed us here for the moment. Show me a way to them and I’ll take it.” He started walking again.

After some time Clover spoke up. “I never mentioned Winter.”

“What?” Leven asked.

“You said ‘I would love to be with Winter and Geth,’ but I had never mentioned Winter.”

“Well, they’re together,” Leven pointed out. “Wherever they are.”

“Still, you said Winter first.”

“Can I take it back?”

“No,” Clover insisted.

“Well, then, read into it what you want,” Leven said, frustrated.

“I think it means you were thinking about her.”

“I’ll tell you what,” Leven said. “I’ll talk about her if you talk about Lilly.”

Clover disappeared.

Twelve minutes later, still invisible, Clover said, “Winter’s changed.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Leven asked, pushing through long droopy branches and tall purple grass.

“Well,” Clover said, “you’ve changed . . . and Winter’s changed.”

“You mean we grew up fast.”

“And her hair’s nicer,” Clover said. “When I first saw her it was a mess.”

“I’ve never seen Lilly,” Leven admitted. “What’s she like?”

Clover shivered on Leven’s shoulder. “She’s all white, with green eyes, and she’s real picky about who she talks to.”

“Really?”

“Yeah,” Clover said sadly. “I think she’s refined.”

“Are you sure she’s not just stuck—” Leven smacked into a large stone wall. It had been completely hidden by the tall trees, and its mossy covering had disguised it perfectly. “Ouch.”

Leven stepped back and ran his hands along the wall. From where he stood, he could see that it stretched on for quite a while in both directions. It was also about three feet taller than him.

“What’s this?” Leven asked needlessly.

The stone wall was covered with mossy carvings. There was a picture of a boat and a carving of what looked like a siid. Leven looked over at the nearest tree. He grabbed onto a low branch and pulled himself up into the tree. Wriggling through the branches, he crawled out onto the top of the wall. The ground behind the wall wasn’t as far down. Leven pulled out his kilve, pitched it forward, and then jumped down after it.

The ground behind the wall was spongier and covered in small brown stones. Leven picked up his kilve, accidentally striking a rock with it. The rock screamed and then flew at him, smacking him behind the right knee.

“Careful,” Clover warned. “Those are woe stones. If you can catch one, I would love to keep it.”

Leven stepped back and kicked another one. The stone screamed and flew up, hitting Leven under the chin.

“What the—”

Clover reached down and picked up a small woe stone. The tiny rock whined and jumped from his tight grip, then slammed Clover on the right side. Clover hollered and disappeared.

Leven looked around. The entire ground was covered with the rocks. He looked back up at the wall.

“What do we do?” Leven said out of the side of his mouth. “Any direction I go, I’m going to step on one.”

“I don’t know,” Clover whispered back. “You could throw me back over the wall.”

“To be honest, I’m not that worried about you.”

“Oh,” Clover said, sounding hurt. “Maybe if you walked really slow.”

Leven pushed his right foot forward, steering clear of as many rocks as possible. His toe gently brushed a fist-sized stone. The rock barked and flung itself into Leven’s stomach. Leven held his gut.

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

“They don’t go on forever,” Clover said from the top of Leven’s head. “I can see more glass about three hundred yards from here.”

[image: ]

“Where?”

Clover pointed.

“And the path leads somewhere?”

“Most paths do.”

Leven slid his left foot past his right and wove it around six rocks before he nicked another. The woe stone flew between his legs and smacked him in the back of the head. Leven stepped with his right, brushing a stone. As it launched itself toward him, he swung down with his kilve and knocked it like a baseball hundreds of feet away. The woe stone squealed as it flew through the air. Had they been in a ballpark, it would have been an easy home run.

“Wow,” Clover whispered. “You should do that again.”

Leven smiled until the sound of something screaming began to increase in volume.

“It’s coming back!” Clover yelled.

Leven looked in the direction he had hit the stone and could see a small brown spot racing toward him. He shifted his stance, and right before the rock reached him he gripped his kilve and bunted the stone down into the ground. The rock hit several other stones, and those stones dog-piled the offending stone, beating and burying it.

“Lucky,” Clover said reverently.

“If that thing had hit me going that fast I would have been dead,” Leven said in awe.

“Those stones can’t kill you.”

“Well, it would have hurt,” Leven complained. “We don’t have time for this—hold on.”

Leven leapt forward, landing on two stones. They twisted up his legs, scraping his left knee. He kept running, the rocks screaming and popping up around him like bubbling stone. Leven swung his kilve, hitting as many away as possible, but there were just too many to dodge or hit. One whacked him on the back of the left shoulder while another whacked him on the front. A flat stone with rough edges popped him in the ear as dozens yelled and whipped up against his legs.

“Run faster!” Clover screamed. “Can you see the path?”

Leven looked to his left and saw the wide, stone-free path. He kicked through a thin patch of woe stones and dove for the glass path. Once on it, he crumpled into a ball and covered his head with his arms. Tiny bits of glass dug up into his forearms as the few remaining stones finished screaming and pelting him.

Leven breathed heavily. As the onslaught ended, he uncovered his head and knelt up. “That’s insane.”

“Yeah,” Clover agreed. “Some stones don’t know their place. There must be something of value nearby.”

“Why?”

“Woe stones don’t just happen,” Clover said. “They’re pretty rare, and they’re usually surrounding something of value. I’ve only seen a few in my life, and they were protecting a bunch of birds that had just been born.”

“So what is this place?” Leven asked, standing up all the way. “I don’t see any birds.”

Leven looked around. In the distance he could see another stone wall, and near that was a two-story stone structure. It looked like a small castle with rock chimneys and a miniature drawbridge. Leven glanced down at the glass path and let his eyes trace out the direction it wound. It appeared to lead straight to the small castle.

“See that?” Leven pointed.

Leven could feel Clover nodding on the top of his head.

“What is it?” Leven asked.

“Some sort of home,” Clover answered. “It looks deserted.”

“Let’s hope it has some answers.”

Leven pushed his shoulders back and slipped his kilve over his shoulder. He walked with purpose down the path.

“Are you sure about this?” Clover asked.

“No.”

“Maybe we should sneak up on the place.”

Leven reached up and scratched Clover’s head. “Where’s the fun in that? Besides, what do we do, go back to the rocks?”

“I’m just saying that if something was out to get you, that would be the perfect place for that something to wait.”

“Let’s hope something could care less about me.”

Clover looked at his knuckles. “I wish I had claws.”

“You never got yours?” Leven asked kindly.

“It’s a sore spot,” Clover said. “They should have grown in when I was taking my turn guarding our shores, but they didn’t.”

“Your teeth are pretty sharp,” Leven tried.

Clover flared his gums and showed his teeth as they moved closer.

The stone structure was small and decaying in several places. The rock chimneys on top of it tilted, and a couple of them had crumbled down altogether. The wooden roof was splintered and parts of it had been torn apart or blown away completely by the wind. Moss and weeds had captured almost the entire bottom half of the building, whereas decay and rot had been working steadily on the top half.

“Lovely,” Clover observed.

With each step closer, the place looked more ugly and dilapidated.

“There’s no lights on,” Clover complained.

“It’s daytime,” Leven pointed out. “And it’s not like they have electricity.”

“I miss electricity,” Clover lamented.

They stepped closer to the castle. A large, dry moat circled the entire structure, but a thin drawbridge was down, creating a way for them to cross the moat. Leven glanced downward into the empty trench as they moved over it. Ghostlike creatures were swimming through the air in the empty moat.

“Are those fish?” Leven asked.

“No,” Clover said. “They’re spunk. They’re like fish, except they live in empty bodies of water and they’ll suck wormlike pieces of your soul out if they bite you.”

“Really?”

“You’ll end up more confused than when that one pretty lady flew over you.”

Leven moved to the middle of the drawbridge.

“Their meat is supposed to be really stringy and hard to chew. And . . .”

“And?” Leven prompted.

“And they’ll give you really awkward gas.”

“Just what I need,” Leven complained. “Maybe I should know more about Alder,” he whispered. “This place seems a little bit different from the rest of Foo. The ground is spongy, the fish swim in non-water, and it feels like I’m on a boat with the ground never staying completely still. Are we rocking?”

Clover looked around. “I thought it was just you and your lack of balance.”

Leven stepped off the drawbridge and walked under a large stone arch and into a rock courtyard. On the other side of the courtyard there were two double doors that were wide open.

Clover disappeared as if instructed.

“Hello,” Leven called out as he walked through the doors. “Anyone here?”

Inside the building, the ceilings were ripped up and there were pieces of beat-up furniture all over the place. The wallpaper on the wall was torn and moldy, and the smell of animal urine and rotting wood was so strong that Leven had to plug his nose.

“Who decayed in here?” Clover whispered.

Leven waved his right hand in front of his nose. In the far corner of the filthy room was a small round table with a couple of empty glasses tipped over on it. There were also some crusted plates of petrified food.

“Hello,” Leven hollered out again. “Anyone?”

“No need to yell,” a sickly voice sounded from the far corner.

“Who’s there?” Leven asked, holding his hand above his eyes.

On the far side of the table, hiding in the shadows, Leven could see a blurry definition of a dark, ragged being. The body shifted and gasped.

“Hello,” Leven greeted. “I was . . .”

The shadowy figure began to cough violently. It hacked something up and out of its throat and then moaned pathetically. Whatever had come out of its throat was now on the floor. A swarm of bit bugs scurried over to it and began to feast.

“That’s disgusting,” Clover whispered.

“Shhhh,” Leven insisted.

More coughing, but no throat glob.

“Is this your home?” Leven asked.

“Yessss,” the figure hissed, sounding as if it didn’t have the energy to finish the word.

“I don’t know where I am,” Leven said.

“I do,” the voice rasped. “You’re making your way to the tree, Leven.”

Leven stepped closer. “How do you know me?”

“I was one who failed to stop you,” the voice said sadly.

Leven moved in even closer. He could see the being much more clearly now. It was missing bits and pieces of itself and looked like a smeared version of the person Leven remembered. But the image still caused the hair on the back of Leven’s neck to stand up.

“Sabine?”

Sabine nodded and coughed violently.
  

Chapter Eleven

On the Rocks
 

Like everyone else, including you, I occasionally make assumptions based on too little information. If, for example, you were to tell me that you grew up in a small town, I would instantly assume that you spent your afternoons swinging from tire swings or skipping rocks in a small stream. Or maybe you used to sit out on the front porch while your apron-wearing mother brought you tall, chilled glasses of homemade lemonade. I would also blindly assume that the small town you had grown up in had no more than a few quaint buildings, and that in the center of town there was an old courthouse with a town clock that didn’t quite keep correct time. Life was slower, people were kinder, and the cost of living was well below that in the Big Apple or Madrid.

Well, if someone were to say they were from the small town of Santa Rosa, New Mexico, I would assume all the above, but maybe instead of a courthouse with a clock I would envision a battlement covered in stucco. And maybe, in the past, my assumption would not have been too far off. But right now? Today?

Well, things were considerably different from the way my assumptions would have painted them. The small town of Santa Rosa, New Mexico, was exploding. Never had their borders experienced so many people flooding their streets and taking up their space. Every motel was full, and many of the residents had rented out parts of their homes to news crews and people who had money and were interested in what was happening.

What was happening was that the small sinkhole known as Blue Hole Lake was now the most talked-about body of water in the world. Dennis, the one-time janitor, with the help of Antsel’s robe that Terry had found, was now challenging the world to gather around the hole in anticipation of its opening. He challenged them to be ready for those who would soon be storming into Reality from Foo.

Of course, anyone who was anyone knew that the real power and drive were coming from Ezra, one very powerful and ticked-off toothpick. Ezra was not the same toothpick he had been just days ago. After being captured by the military and placed in a jar, he had accidentally caught on fire. And the only way Dennis could put him out was to kick him into a barrel of orange glowing liquid that had been sitting there since three wars ago. Ezra now glowed, his hue changing with his mood. His green-nail-polished body shone like a glow stick, and his paper-clip right leg was shiny and sharpened. And whereas he had been a bothersome and insulting little pest before, now he was completely evil and seemed to possess powers that were growing and changing daily, thanks to the orange goo bath he had soaked in.

At the moment Ezra and Dennis were being flown in a helicopter to Clovis, New Mexico. Apparently the president of the United States was there and wanted to talk to them. Dennis was shaking, his wrists wet with perspiration. Ezra, on the other hand, was salivating and fighting himself to keep from laughing.

Elton Thumps was in the front seat of the helicopter with the pilot. Elton was wearing a light brown suit and had his dark hair slicked back. He had on scholarly, large-rimmed glasses that fit his elitist personality and strong chin. Elton was tan and tall and had more arrogance than his thin frame seemed capable of holding. Yes, he was Leven’s father, but he had been brainwashed for years and now, much like some of those in Foo who had let selfishness dictate their fate, he was confused and very much touched by the prospect of power.

Dennis had large earphones on to muffle the noise of the helicopter. There was a microphone attached to the right earphone. The microphone bent down and in front of Dennis’s mouth. Ezra pushed the left earphone up and wiggled beneath it.

“You ready for this?” he screamed in an effort to be heard over the whirl of the helicopter.

Dennis put his hand over the microphone and pushed it up so as to not be heard. “I think so,” he replied, scrunching his large, bland facial features into a tight wad.

“What have I told you about thinking?”

“Right,” Dennis said.

“I’ll tell you what to say,” Ezra hollered. “But you’ve gotta make it sound important and powerful. You’ve gotten better.”

“Thanks,” Dennis yelled.

“Stop being so polite,” Ezra ordered, his body pulsating with green light. “I told you I’d lay off the insults, seeing how you saved my life, but I’m only wooden—don’t make it so easy.”

Dennis growled.

“That’s better,” Ezra said happily.

The helicopter veered hard to the right, tilting like a toy in a child’s hand. It picked up speed and raced forward.

“The president of the United States,” Dennis blurted out. “I can’t believe that I’m going to meet the president of the United States.”

“I suppose if I were you I’d find it hard to believe as well,” Ezra said nicely.

“Not too many weeks ago I was a janitor—a janitor being yelled at for not filling the copy machine with enough paper,” Dennis reminisced loudly. “Or being picked on because a trash can was put back a couple of inches in the wrong spot, or a computer screen had smudges on it.” Dennis opened and closed his fists. He held them tight until they were white and then slowly relaxed them.

Ezra hissed. He looked at Dennis and smiled as if Dennis were a stew he had been brewing for years, and he could tell it was now done and ready to be served to mankind.           

“Now?” Ezra asked maliciously, his voice a loud static cackle. “How do you feel now?”

“I feel invincible,” Dennis said softly.

“And?” Ezra egged him on. “Invincible and . . .”

“Invincible and better than the same people who once made it perfectly clear that they were better than me,” Dennis barked.

“Which, if you remember correctly, was everyone,” Ezra screamed.

“Everyone!” Dennis chanted.

“Nice,” Ezra glowed. He himself was shaking from a small, self-induced frenzy. His purple hair was twisting madly and his single eye stared directly at Dennis. “Go on! You’re invincible and better than everyone. And . . .”

Dennis considered for a moment. “I think that’s it.”

Ezra smacked his forehead with his right palm. “That’s it?” he yelled. “That’s it? Don’t you feel evil?”

Dennis shrugged and patted his arms. “Not really.”

“Ahhhhh,” Ezra screamed, jabbing his metal leg into Dennis’s shoulder. “I need you to feel—”

The helicopter dropped a few feet and sped in a diagonal line to the east. Dennis’s headphones came to life.

“The military base is a few miles away,” Elton Thumps said. “We have word the president is already there and waiting.”

Dennis just nodded.

“The president will want to know everything you know—and quickly,” Elton said.

“We weren’t planning to reminisce,” Ezra balked. “But we’ll tell him what we want or he can go jump in a cake.”

Dennis snorted. “Don’t you mean ‘jump in a lake’?”

“What’s so bad about jumping in a lake?” Ezra screamed.

“What’s so bad about jumping in a cake?” Dennis argued.

“All that frosting and sugar and sticky stuff,” Ezra pointed out. “It would take hours to wash it off. Plus, a cake is small, and you’d jam your head on the plate. A lake, you jump in, jump out, dry yourself off, and you’re fine.”

“It doesn’t make sense,” Dennis yelled.

“Then tell them that we will say what we want and if they don’t like it we will tie them to a pole in the coldest region of the world, strip them of everything but their stupidity, and use their frozen fingers and toes as ice cubes to cool our drinks.” There was no bounce or lilt in Ezra’s voice.

Dennis just sat without replying.

“You can paraphrase if you want,” Ezra growled.

“I’m not saying that to anyone,” Dennis insisted.

“Fine,” Ezra growled. “I’ll do the talking.”

The helicopter dropped rapidly and then leveled out a few feet above the ground. It twisted a full circle, swung over, and settled on a cement landing pad without so much as a bump.

Elton Thumps took off his headphones and jumped out of the front door. He opened the back door and waved Dennis and Ezra out. The dying blades of the helicopter blew back the hood on Dennis’s purple robe. Dennis’s head was clear, with no trace of Sabine on it, and he walked as tall as a person with extraordinarily high self-esteem might walk.

The path from the helicopter was lined with soldiers all standing at attention, weapons in hand. Ezra jumped up on top of Dennis’s head and crouched down, facing forward. He looked up at the rising sun and blinked his single eye. He eyed the line of soldiers and laughed.

“Do they think this will scare us?” Ezra yelled.

Dennis didn’t answer.

Ezra opened his arms, and the soldiers lining both sides of the path flew back and onto their rears. Their guns scraped against the ground, and one gun down the line accidentally went off, firing into the air. The soldiers scrambled to get back up and stand at attention as Ezra laughed.

“Having fun?” Dennis asked.

“I’ve had funner,” Ezra replied.

A round man in a general’s uniform came storming toward Dennis, his right fist raised and shaking. The man had a large, blocky head, short arms, and legs as thick as garbage cans. The steam coming from his ears was a pretty good indicator that he wasn’t in a pleasant mood. He stopped six inches in front of the two of them and shoved his large red face up into Dennis’s grill. His wide brown eyes looked up at Ezra, who was lying casually on Dennis’s forehead.

“General Lank,” he informed them.

“Dennis,” Dennis replied.

Ezra yawned.

“Listen up,” General Lank said, pointing toward the shaken soldiers. “Did you do this?”

Ezra raised his hand. “Guilty.”

“I don’t know what kind of trick this is,” General Lank said. “A mobile toothpick. But the president feels you’re worth talking to. If you were my assignment, I would treat you differently.”

“There’s some green stuff in your right ear,” Ezra said.

General Lank stuck his right pinkie into his ear and twisted while his big, blocky face reddened. “You caused one of them to fire a weapon into the air. Bullets come down, you know.”

Ezra stood up on Dennis’s head, stretched, and reached his right hand up. Two seconds later a thin whistle could be heard. One second later Ezra extended his wooden arm farther and caught the bullet as it fell to the earth. “Was this the bullet you were talking about?”

General Lank’s mouth dropped open, exposing how poorly the military had taken care of his teeth. “How?”

“Don’t question us,” Ezra swore. “Take us to the president, and if we are in the right mood, we just might enlighten him.”

“But—”

“Don’t call yourself names,” Ezra growled.

“You have—”

Ezra bit off the tip of the bullet and spat it at General Lank’s forehead. The bit of bullet bounced off and fell to the ground.

“Now,” Ezra said sweetly, “are you ready to take us?”

General Lank gritted his teeth, turned on his meaty heels, and reluctantly led the way.

The landscape around the military base was dusty, hot, and barren, with an oppressive feeling of isolation. But once they were inside in a secured room, things didn’t look too bad for Ezra and Dennis. The room was filled with soft chairs and four couches. There were plush rugs on the floor, and the walls were covered with real artwork. The room was rectangular, and on the far end there was a giant wooden desk with a small American flag on the corner of it.

Dennis and Ezra were alone in the room.

Dennis was sitting with his legs crossed in a green wingback chair, wearing the purple robe. Ezra had thrown a fit about there being no chair his size, so a couple of soldiers had fashioned a small seat out of an empty Coke can and some fabric. Ezra was so happy about his throne that he had been sitting in it humming for the last few minutes.

“This isn’t too bad,” Ezra stopped humming to say. “Just think what it will be like when we rule the world.”

“And how are we going about that again?” Dennis asked.

“You ask the worst questions,” Ezra answered, sitting up in his throne. “Why are they making us wait?”

Dennis just shrugged.

“Have you ever impressed anyone positively?”

“I don’t care if I have,” Dennis said honestly.

“What?” Ezra asked. “That almost sounded gutsy.”

“My mind’s clear.”

“You mean empty?” Ezra asked. “Now, what does this president of yours look like?”

Dennis pointed to a huge oil painting behind the desk. At the bottom of the painting was a gold plaque that read, “President Myron H. Topple.”

“That’s him,” Dennis said.

“Really?” Ezra smiled. “He looks weak—I know I can take him.”

Dennis shook his head. “I’m all for stopping this Dearth, and I can see how I might enjoy being one of the leaders of this movement and all that will come with Foo. But I’m worried about you and the power you now have.”

“Worried about me?” Ezra laughed.

“You’re not real stable,” Dennis pointed out.

Ezra jumped out of his chair and pumped his fist. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing.”

The far door opened, and four armed guards came into the room. They were followed by a dozen other important-looking people. Finally a man matching the portrait hanging behind the desk walked in. He smiled like he did in the portrait and walked directly over to Dennis.

Dennis stood up and awkwardly bowed-curtsied-nodded.

President Topple stuck out his hand, still smiling. Dennis wiped his right hand on his robe and then reached out to shake the president’s hand.

“President Topple,” the president said. “And you must be Dennis.”

Dennis nodded.

“Sit down,” President Topple said. “Please.”

Dennis sat down as President Topple took a seat on the edge of the large desk. “I’ve been excited to meet you, but I must admit I am most interested in your friend.”

“That’s using the term friend a little liberally,” Ezra said. “Now, what do you want?”

President Topple looked at Ezra in awe. “You know, if I hadn’t seen some of the things I’ve seen in the last few weeks, I’m not sure I would have believed this.”

“You haven’t seen anything like me,” Ezra said, bothered. “If you’re comparing me to a bunch of wind or bugs or dirt monsters in the field, then you’re a larger dolt than that painting makes you out to be.”

President Topple’s smile faded. He tugged on the cuffs of his shirtsleeves and sniffed. “I apologize. I certainly didn’t mean to offend you.”

“Ezra’s offended by everything,” Dennis said casually. “Don’t let it get to you.”

President Topple smiled weakly.

“And Dennis is baffled by everything,” Ezra retorted.

“Listen,” President Topple said, “I’m sorry if I don’t know the proper etiquette for talking with a toothpick, but there are very important things we need to discuss. If what you have told my staff is true, some very big things are about to happen, and I need to know what we should do to prepare for them.”

“You’re asking me?” Dennis said happily.

“We want not only to be ready for whoever or whatever is coming but to be prepared to occupy the land they have come from.” President Topple was not smiling now.

“Occupy?” Ezra asked. “I’ll decide who occupies.”

President Topple stood up. “We have tremendous resources lined up and in use,” he said. “We have built large, fenced-off stations to hold those who might come through, and we have organized thousands of troops to march into this Foo, when the time is right, and make sure our interests are taken seriously. And I’m prepared to extend you every courtesy, but I will not have a toothpick calling the shots. I am the president of the—”

President Topple stopped talking because he was caught off guard by the sensation of floating. He drifted up with his arms and legs failing. Ezra stood on the edge of the desk raising his arms and laughing. The guards that had come in with President Topple pulled out their guns and pointed them at Dennis.

“Whoa,” Dennis said, standing. “Don’t point those at me.”

“Who’s doing that?” the tallest guard asked.

“It’s not me,” Dennis insisted.

“Hold it,” the president yelled as he floated in midair. “Put your guns away and step back.”

The guards reluctantly returned their weapons to their holsters and backed up.

“What do you want?” President Topple asked Ezra.

“To be taken seriously,” Ezra seethed. “Even I don’t know the full extent of my powers, but I’m pretty excited to find out. And I have no problem testing them on you and the ‘resources’ you’ve lined up. If you want me to just turn a blind eye at all those who will be coming through, then go for it. You deal with them. Either way, in the end I’m going to take the credit and finish off those beings in Foo who have created me with so much anger and confusion. In the end I am going to stand over Geth’s dead body triumphantly. Then and only then will I begin to reason and barter.” Ezra was breathing hard.

“Who’s Geth?” the president asked, still floating in the air.
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“That’s not important to you,” Ezra said. “We will return to the exit and call the shots. Then, if I complete what I must, I will make sure you get yours.”

“Could you put me down?” President Topple asked.

Ezra waved and the president fell to the floor. Dennis and two guards helped him back onto his feet. He leaned against the desk again and rubbed his head.

“I can’t let you just have the run of our country,” President Topple said. “I need to know what’s happening.”

“Come with us,” Ezra said. “I don’t care.”

“We’ve already decided that wouldn’t be wise, so I’m sending General Lank. He has a clear understanding of our military and my mind.”

“Wow,” Ezra said sarcastically. “Are you complimenting or insulting him?”

“Do we have a deal?” the president asked, ignoring Ezra’s last jab. “I can’t just let you fly around untethered.”

“So the guy with the square red face has to tag along?” Ezra asked.

President Topple nodded his head.

Ezra looked at Dennis. “What do you think?”

Dennis flipped the hood of his purple robe up over his bald head. “I think we should get going.”

“Of course,” President Topple said. “We’ll get you back to the site as fast as possible.”

“Can I fly the helicopter?” Ezra asked.

Dennis looked at the president and frantically shook his head.

“I believe our pilots can get you there even faster,” President Topple said.

“Whatever,” Ezra complained. He hopped off the desk and crawled beneath the hood of Dennis’s robe. His head popped back out. “Have someone bring that throne.”

President Topple picked up the can and fabric and handed it to one of the guards. “Good luck,” he said. He then smiled like his portrait again and walked out of the room.
  

Chapter Twelve

Tag, You’re Wrong
 

Brindle was tired. His small body and old knees were pleading with him to please take a break. He climbed slowly up over a lip of stone and across a thin wooden bridge that connected a bit of the Sentinel Fields with the beautiful shore of the Veil Sea. From the shore Brindle could see the thousands and thousands of beings marching across the gloam toward Sycophant Run.

The sound of their feet rumbled like low, endless thunder.

Brindle swore. He lifted Lilly up from around his neck and set her gently on the ground. The small white sycophant was still blissfully asleep, thanks to the bite Brindle had given her a few days before.

Brindle stretched and rolled his neck. His fur bristled and his eyes blinked softly. He was a kindhearted sycophant who had no desire to be doing what he was now doing. He had been sent by Rast to retrieve Rast’s daughter Lilly. Rast felt that Lilly might know more about the key that was missing and had been used to unlock the Dearth. Brindle had found Lilly in the Invisible Village and pleaded with her to come. When she had refused, Brindle had bitten her and heaved her up over his shoulders. He had been working his way back to Sycophant Run ever since.

Brindle picked up Lilly and carried her over to a large rock. Laying her down on the rock, he took a seat next to her, then pulled a small piece of fruit from his leather satchel and smelled the skin. The green twizberry was ripe and spongy. Brindle bit into it, and purple juice ran down his furry chin.

The thundering of the marching armies continued.

Brindle’s small heart could barely take it. He knew that everything was different now. With the secret of the sycophants’ immortality out there, everything had changed. Bringing Lilly back would do little good, now that every soul in Foo knew how to dispose of the sycophants or at least to make them visible.

“It will never be the same,” Brindle whispered to himself as he watched the marching hordes. “So much destruction and devastation, in a place where beauty and peace have always prevailed.”

Brindle turned and looked at Lilly. She was smiling, and her small left foot twitched. Brindle bent down and whispered into Lilly’s ear.

“Arise and dream of Foo.”

Slowly Lilly’s green eyes blinked open. She looked at Brindle and smiled.

The bite of a sycophant is a marvelous thing. Sycophants long to serve, but every once in a while they need a big dose of me time. By biting those they serve, they are able to spend a few days doing the things they want to do. People who are bitten simply sleep peacefully, their brains showing images of sycophants and how wonderful they are. When they wake up from the bite, they are not only calm and happy but filled with kind thoughts about how spectacular and needed sycophants really are.

Lilly smiled even wider.

“Hello,” Brindle said.

“Hello,” Lilly blushed. “Where am I?”

“I’m taking you to your father,” Brindle answered. “He needs you.”

Lilly’s eyes scrunched closed and she shook her head softly. “I’m tired.”

“You’ll be fine.”

“What’s that noise?” Lilly asked.

“Those in the distance,” Brindle pointed. “They are moving toward Sycophant Run.”

Lilly gasped. “Why?”

“Come with me,” Brindle said. He swung Lilly back over his shoulders. She braided her fingers together under his chin and held on.

Brindle moved swiftly. The short rest was all he had needed. He ran over a web of stone and down onto the shore of the Veil Sea. Ten minutes later he had caught up with the armies of rants. Brindle dashed beneath their feet and bodies, racing out onto the gloam.

The gloam was about thirty feet wide and divided a section of the Veil Sea down below Sycophant Run. The water on both sides of the gloam was churning wildly and spraying everyone. Rants and nits marched with speed down the gloam. Brindle could see groups of echoes and cogs and troops of black skeletons marching between the rants.

“Why are they going to Sycophant Run?”

“There’s an exit there,” Brindle said. “They’re moving to escape Foo.”

“The sycophants will stop them,” Lilly said, her head still in a daze.

Brindle didn’t have the heart to say anything else. He ran as fast as he could down the gloam, weaving through the throngs of beings. Some rants were chanting, and tall black skeletons on onicks were herding the masses and yelling to keep the armies moving. The sky above was filled with hovering birds curious over what was happening.

“The sycophants will stop them,” Lilly said again.

“Not this time,” Brindle answered. He ran through the legs of an onick and farther down the gloam.

“Wait a second,” Lilly yelled. “Did I want to come with you?”

“I can’t remember,” Brindle yelled back.

“Where was I?”

“Lost.” Brindle jumped up over a cluster of slow-moving rants. He came back down against the gloam and shot like a rocket right down the middle.

“I was in the Invisible Village,” Lilly declared.

Brindle didn’t answer.

“You bit me?”

“Don’t think too much about it,” Brindle said loudly, his breath labored from the run. “Foo is gasping for air and there’s little time to worry over things like that.”

“It looks to me like Foo’s dying,” Lilly said sadly. “I didn’t want to come with you, did I?”

“No.”

“I won’t speak to my father,” Lilly insisted, her head clearing as she clung to Brindle.

Lore Coils were still drifting all over Foo, and most of them were whispering the words of the sycophant secret. Brindle watched two sycophants appear out of nowhere as the words Alderam Degarus rolled over them.

“How can they know the secret?” Lilly asked.

“The Dearth got it,” Brindle said. “He stole it from Leven’s mind.”

“Who?”

“Leven Thumps.”

“Just like a nit to ruin everything.”

“He’s no nit,” Brindle said, still running. “He’s the Want and he’s our one chance.”

“Our one chance?” Lilly seethed, the hate in her rising. “Then why was my burn needed?”

“Winter brought him back.”

“Don’t say her name,” Lilly ordered. “Don’t say her name ever.”

Brindle and Lilly ran in relative silence, with her holding on to his neck and him running as fast as he could. The troops of rants were organized and vast, and they marched toward Sycophant Run with a great sense of purpose and speed. A harsh scraping and the sound of screaming began to rise from the distance. It grew louder and louder.

“What’s that?” Lilly asked.

“It’s the sound of war,” Brindle answered. He weaved along the edge of the gloam and directly toward the point where the gloam now connected with Sycophant Run. Brindle could see hundreds and hundreds of sycophants valiantly fighting the throngs of rants that were spilling onto the shore. The armies of rants held large poles with fluttering leaves of metal that twinkled like bright lights under the morning sunlight. All over rants were hollering the words that stole the sycophants’ invisibility.

“Alderam Degarus!”

Some sycophants were trying to fight, but the shimmering metal put them into a trance, and their visibility made it simple for the armies invading their shores to kick and swat them away. Some sycophants had their claws out and were trying to make a last-ditch effort to protect their home. But, sadly, for the most part the beaches were littered with wet, dazed sycophants. Many were simply in a trance, thanks to the metal, but some lay suffering from wounds.

Brindle stopped. Lilly slid down from off of his back, and they both stood there staring in awe. Lilly’s eyes became wet as Brindle breathed slowly.

As they stood there, hundreds of beings continued to rush past them, racing onto Sycophant Run and toward the direction of the exit. Some refugees kicked the sycophants out of the way; others just stomped over them.

“I don’t believe it,” Lilly said, her voice cracking. “It’s so horrible.”

Brindle was quiet.

“Couldn’t someone stop this?” Lilly asked angrily.

“Winter tried,” Brindle said softly.

Lilly’s small knees buckled. She put her tiny hand to her heart and gasped for air. A couple of careless rants pushed Brindle aside and almost trampled Lilly. Brindle reached out his hand and Lilly took it.

“She never wanted to leave you,” Brindle said. “But at the time it was the only way. She argued to bring you with her, but it was not right. Antsel and Geth both thought it too much for you.”

“I could have helped,” Lilly said, her pink eyes still taking in the horrific scene.

“It wasn’t how it happened.”

“So I was wrong?”

Brindle was quiet. He was wise enough to know the power of silence.

“Now look how they trample us,” Lilly said. “We have served since the first day of Foo, and now they use us as a road to walk upon. How could they?”

“It’s hard to find any good in this,” Brindle said.

“There is no good,” Lilly cried. “How could there be?”

“All is not lost,” Brindle argued.

“How can you say that?”

“Leven still fights.”

“And . . . Winter?” The name did not come easily to her.

“She fights just as hard,” Brindle said. “Many Lore Coils whisper her name and her intentions. She’s very strong—it took everything she had to leave you.”

Lilly let her eyes run. The sound of the marching armies and the sight of so many of her kind being pushed around bobbing in the waves made her stomach sick. She had known the world was full of bad things, but she had never imagined the kind of evil that could have ruined and stripped the innocent land of Sycophant Run.

“What do we do?” Lilly asked, sobbing.

“We find your father,” Brindle answered.

Lilly began to run, and Brindle followed closely after.
  

Chapter Thirteen

When Worlds Collide
 

The cavern burned bright—hundreds of torches being held by hundreds of beings lit the wide space like a tunnel of Goth love. Rants and nits and cogs and all other beings stood shoulder to shoulder quietly holding up the lights. The scene smelt like a campfire where someone had thrown something plastic into the flames. An acrid, burning scent drifted back up the tunnel looking for more oxygen.

At the head of the line stood the map of glass, lit beautifully from the fire. The swirling colors shifting over it were mesmerizing. The map cast shadows and waves of light up against the cavern walls. It also showed quite clearly the current course one could take to walk through the water and get out of Foo.

The three overly protective thorns buzzed around the map, making sure nobody touched it.

“Read, if you want,” the black thorn buzzed, warning the crowd. “But if you touch her . . .”

“She’s not just yours,” the green thorn argued.

“She’s more mine than yours,” the black one said.

“You’re both thick in the heart,” a brown thorn said. “Look how she gazes at me.”

All three thorns looked at the map.

Next to the map, trying to ignore the thorns, wearing a soft yellow wool sweater and a corduroy cap, hunched the Dearth. He had on felt pants with patches at the knees, and his bare feet were woven into the soil he needed contact with to live. He had a bushy mustache and kind old eyes. In fact, Leven’s having chopped him in half in his true form had unwittingly made the disguised Dearth that much more endearing. Now the old man walked hunched over and holding his back, looking like the spokesman for some very mild English tea. The Dearth lifted his right hand, and everyone aside from the thorns grew quiet.

“This is it,” the Dearth commended them. “You’ve done well.”

Loud cheers echoed off the walls of the cavern as the excitement rolled like a wave down the line of all those who wished to get out of Foo.

“For years I have whispered from the soil,” he said. “And now, in a few moments, all that we have fought for, all that we have dreamed of, will be ours. We will walk through and possess the soil of Reality. Move quickly—the waterways will stay clear for only three days and it is the desire of all to touch the dirt of Reality. And you will—”

“Die!” a voice screamed as a nit broke from the ranks and shoved a small knife toward the heart of the Dearth. “Long live Foo.”

Before the man could reach the Dearth, hundreds of thin black strands shot out from the dirt and wrapped around the man’s arms and legs. The nit tried to scream, but the strings of ooze quickly wrapped him up like a spider encasing a fly. The black wad was dropped to the ground in front of the map, where it sank into the soil.

“Some people are so shortsighted,” the Dearth tisked. “Anyone else wish to complain?”

Even the thorns were quiet.

“Good,” the Dearth clapped. “Now, let’s put that out of our minds and begin our final march.”

The crowds cheered. The map shifted just a bit, and the thorns praised it. The Dearth observed the change and marked a paper he had in his hand.

“We should be there shortly,” the Dearth said, turning and heading into the darkest part of the cavern. “I will mark the trail for those who follow.” Those in the cavern were all too happy to do just that.

After a couple of hundred feet the cavern narrowed just a bit, and a large torch hanging on the wall was singing a song about curiosity.

Next to the torch was a gigantic wooden door. The door was over fifteen feet tall and as wide as the cavern. There was a large carving of the land of Foo on the wood and the illustration was current, showing the gloam reaching all the way to Sycophant Run. Beneath the wooden doorknob was a large keyhole. The Dearth reached out and twisted the knob.

It was locked.

There was a small murmuring from behind him, but the Dearth quickly pulled out a key that was hanging from a cord around his neck. The key was gold, with two circular swirls at the end and two large metal teeth. It was a copy of the key that had belonged to the sycophants.

The Dearth fingered the key and slid it into the lock. A crisp clicking sound like that of a gun loading sounded throughout the cavern. The Dearth turned the key, and the lock turned and tumbled in a series of clacks and snaps. The Dearth reached out, and this time the knob twisted easily and the door popped open with a gust of wet wind bellowing in.

The crowd cheered as the Dearth and two cogs pulled the door all the way open. The Dearth then stood with his right hand raised and his eyes on the long line of refugees.

“This is it,” he said. “I am not a sentimental being, but this is a step that so few thought would ever be taken.”

The cheer was much louder.

“Come,” the Dearth waved. He walked through the large door. In the distance, a shimmering square of weak light seemed to mark the way.

The Dearth walked quickly, consulting the map in his hands whenever tunnels branched off. There was not much talking, but the sound of feet scraping the trail and shoes clomping down gave the air an urgent and bustling feel.

“The light,” the Dearth said. “It’s water.”

The trail became an invisible cavern running right through water. The liquid flowed in waves above and beside them. The path glowed where the Dearth moved.

“Don’t touch the sides, and follow carefully,” the Dearth said.

The Dearth shuffled speedily through the tunnel of water, following the path that the map of glass had pointed out. If he had possessed a heart, it might have jumped right out of his chest. But he had no heart. And if he’d had a brain he might have been too giddy to think straight. But he had no brain. In fact, all he really had under his facade was an unending, wicked desire to see everything but the soil obliterated. He couldn’t wait. He was growing sick of pretending that he cared, and he longed with all his non-heart for the day when not a single nit, cog, human, rant, or any other being existed.

He was a simple man, with a simple wish that was about to come true.
  

Chapter Fourteen

Drained
 

Sometimes people are so clueless. Yes, sadly, many spend their days oblivious to half the things going on around them. For example, there are those who don’t notice when someone gets a new shirt or a new pair of trousers. And there are those who pay no attention to the fact that someone might have gotten braces put on his or her teeth, or switched from glasses to contacts. Some people are clueless that others have gotten a haircut or are now parting their hair on the other side.

What does it take? I wonder.

I mean, how hard is it to simply say, “Nice haircut,” or “Your new shoes are smashing”? I met a man once with a large facial tattoo who was still bothered that his mother had never said anything about it. I guess we get so caught up in our own lives that we fail to notice some of the amazing things going on right around us.

Well, in an effort to be less clueless, I suggest we give a young private with freckles and big ears a nice congratulations for noticing that the small body of water he was standing near was now beginning to drain.

“The water’s lowering!” the private hollered.

Every eye and camera focused intently on Blue Hole and its water level. The small spring running from it had stopped flowing and was now beginning to recede.

The military had taken over the white stucco scuba shop at the edge of the lake. It was now filled with a select group of important people—generals, majors, presidents, congressmen, Dennis, and Ezra. Circling the scuba shop were hundreds and hundreds of military troops, all organized and waiting for something exciting to happen. Mixed in with the chaos were people from the media, and behind all of that were large sections of civilians in RVs and cars hoping to get a peek at what was going on. There were also massive numbers of protesters protesting the arrival of any being from any other place other than Reality.

“The water’s lowering,” Elton Thumps said.

“Finally,” Ezra yelled. “Move me closer.”

Dennis pushed past two large soldiers and right up to the short wall surrounding the small lake. The water vibrated and the uncomfortable sound of something big being shoved through something small could be heard gurgling in the water.

“Brilliant,” Ezra laughed.

“So, what exactly is happening?” Elton asked.

“The entrance is opening,” Ezra said. “And if Dennis’s head was right, in a short while thousands of beings will come flowing through the bottom of there and climbing up and out into your world.”

“And we shouldn’t shoot them?” General Lank asked.

“Not at first.”

“They’re allies?” General Lank asked.

“Maybe—of course, it has been a while since I’ve read Dennis’s head,” Ezra growled. “But the last time I read, they were allies. So, now if you could shut your gaping mouth and try using your brain for something other than an ear-and-nose spacer, that would be appreciated.”

General Lank’s eyes bulged and his ears turned the color of cherries. It was one thing to have a civilian telling a high-ranking military leader what to do, but it was a whole other thing when that civilian was a toothpick.

“Watch yourself,” Lank said, steaming.

“Slap him, Dennis,” Ezra ordered.

Dennis ignored Ezra, shaking his head slightly.

“Fine.” Ezra stood up tall on Dennis’s right ear. He extended his hands and shot visible waves of electricity directly at the general. The electricity created two tiny black craters on General Lank’s face and filled the air with the smell of burning flesh. General Lank jumped back screaming and swearing and holding his cheeks with his hands.

“Does anybody else wanna tell me to watch myself?” Ezra asked. “I have told your president that it is best to let those who are coming just flow through. Then we will have them on our soil, and if their intentions have changed we will be able to easily take them.”

“But what about—” a young private started to ask.

Ezra didn’t allow the poor kid to even finish the question. He put his small arms forward and the unlucky private began to fold into himself. His head flopped down into his neck and his arms and legs retracted like telescopes. In a couple of seconds he was just an odd-looking torso with fingers at the shoulders and toes at the corners. His frightened eyes peered out of the folds of his neck where his head had been shoved. Ezra counted to three and the young private sprang back into his normal form.

“I will not be talked to by just anyone,” Ezra declared. He turned to look at Elton. “Is the preparation complete?”

“Of course,” Elton said, signaling to a couple of huge tractors that were still moving fences.

“Good,” Ezra sniffed. “Tell me when the water’s only a few feet deep.”

“Yes,” Elton said coolly. He smoothed back his dark hair and tightened the cloth belt on his trench coat. He too did not enjoy taking orders from a toothpick, but he was smart enough to act as if it were no big deal.

“Take me to my new trailer,” Ezra ordered Dennis.

Dennis didn’t move.

“What, did you not hear me?” Ezra raged. “I’m standing on your deaf ear?”

Dennis just stood there calmly.

Ezra slapped his own forehead with his right hand and sighed—civility didn’t come easy. And here Dennis was standing his ground and demanding he be treated right.

“Please,” Ezra said, defeated.

Dennis turned away from Elton and walked confidently toward the new RV the U.S. government had brought in for Ezra.

“Some people and their inflated egos,” Ezra sniffed.

Dennis just smiled.

ii

There has been much debate and discussion concerning just how long the tunnels under Blue Hole Lake really are. Some people say the tunnels run as far as the Atlantic Ocean, or to the Gulf of Mexico. A popular story is told of a diver who swam into the tunnels and never came back out. Weeks later, however, his body was discovered in Lake Erie. Other divers and explorers have tried to map the tunnels out many times in the past. But the few maps that were made were crude and incomplete. Then, in the early seventies, a couple of divers got lost down in the tunnels and one of them died. After that the government locked up the tunnels and forbade anyone to explore them further.

Of course, that didn’t keep people from speculating and wondering just where the tunnels went. I think it’s a pretty safe guess, however, that nobody ever thought about the tunnels actually connecting to another realm. Well, that’s not completely true, seeing how a kid named Todd once did a school project on how the tunnels were a gateway that connected to one of the worlds of Star Trek. But Todd also claimed that cooties were an actual virus, so his theories were largely ignored. No, I believe for all the speculating and imagination that has gone into wondering just where the tunnels led, nobody could have ever guessed the truth.

Foo.

And nobody could have ever predicted that someday those same tunnels would provide a way for thousands of beings to invade our world. Of course, the list of things nobody could have ever predicted is longer than the tunnels themselves.

The Dearth moved easily through the watery passage. The map of glass had worked perfectly, exposing a complex dry and safe way through the caves. The Dearth dragged his feet along the wet soil beneath him, marking the route with a dark streak for those to follow.

The torches everyone carried lit the water in a surreal and ethereal way. Light swirled off of the water and drifted around like colorful nymphs. If the Dearth hadn’t been so evil and his purpose so selfish, the scene would have almost felt reverent. But the Dearth was completely evil and cared for nobody but himself, so the scene felt confusing.

The cavern turned and the water overhead changed from purple to blue.

“There!” a rant yelled. “Up ahead.”

A pinpoint of light shone through the tunnel like a third eye. It blinked and then shone even brighter. The Dearth moved quickly toward it, and as he got closer the water overhead tapered off and he could feel air filling the space around him. Ten steps later he was standing at the bottom of Blue Hole looking up eighty feet at the ring of faces and weapons pointed down at him. He turned to those behind him and announced, “I believe we’ve made it.”

A great cheer rose from the ranks and snaked back deep into the watery caverns. In fact, it continued all the way until it burst out of the opening in Sycophant Run.

Come what may, Foo and Reality were finally joined.
  

Chapter Fifteen

Somewhere There’s a Place Where We Belong
 

Have you ever gotten rid of something bothersome only to have it pop back up at some other point in your life? Don’t answer that—it’s probably not wise to talk to strangers. If you know me personally, however, go ahead and shout it out. Have you ever? Have you ever thrown out an ugly, itchy sweater some cruel relative knitted for you, only to have your mom pull it from the trash and present it to you to wear on school picture day? Or have you ever hidden a pile of mushy, rubbery brussels sprouts in your napkin, only to have your mother find them as she was cleaning up, and she made you eat them even though they were now mushy, rubbery, cold, and dirty? Some things are just better left lost or gone. Certain things should never resurface.

Things like Sabine.

Leven gasped and pulled his kilve out. Clover fell from the top of Leven’s head and couldn’t catch himself until he was down by Leven’s left knee. It had been many weeks since Leven had last seen Sabine whole. Now here he was again, looking at Leven from across the decaying room. There were bits and pieces of him missing, but from a distance he looked almost complete.

Sabine coughed, and chunks of him splattered down to the floor.

“That’s really, really unbecoming,” Clover whispered, now back on Leven’s right shoulder.

Sabine’s thin weasel eyes glared at Clover.

“I don’t understand,” Leven said. He moved closer to take a better look. “You’re dead.”

“I suppose it does me no good to lie now,” Sabine said. “I’m as surprised as you are to find myself here. This is the island of Alder?”

“I think so,” Leven answered, his kilve still drawn.

“You must be nearing the last of it,” Sabine wheezed. “I am just a marker on your path to the end.”

“End of what?”

“Or the beginning,” Sabine coughed.

“Of what?” Leven asked impatiently.

“I would have walked the path you are now upon,” Sabine swore. “I would have been the one to tie the two realms together.”

“I’m not sorry I stopped you,” Leven said boldly, stepping closer.

“Now this is where I’ll spend my days,” Sabine moaned. “Unless . . .”

“Unless?” Leven questioned.

“Unless I take your life.” Sabine stood up and reached forward.

Leven looked down at himself. His right hand and a chunk of his left shoulder were frozen. “What are you doing?” he asked.

Sabine closed his eyes, and a tiny bit of Leven’s left elbow froze. Leven shrugged his shoulders and straightened out his arm. Flakes of ice drifted off, giving him full range of motion.

“Are you doing that?” Leven asked.

Sabine dropped back down in his chair and coughed until it became uncomfortable for all of them.

“Come on,” Clover begged. “Could you at least cover your mouth?”

Sabine wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and moaned.

“Were you trying to freeze me?” Leven asked.

“I’m too weak.”

“And I can’t be killed,” Leven said. “A few things have changed since we last met. You are an incomplete mess, and I am the Want.”

Sabine reached into his tattered robe and pulled out a short knife. He lunged pathetically at Leven. The knife nicked Leven’s right forearm and fell to the ground.

Leven looked down at a small trickle of blood on his arm. “I’m bleeding,” he said in disbelief. “I thought . . .”

A strange noise filled the room. Leven looked around, confused until he realized the sound was Sabine’s laughter.

“What’s so funny?” Leven asked.

“You thought you were invincible,” Sabine wheezed. “Any unfinished business can still kill you. It’s only fair that you finish or be finished by what you started. Alder will do you in.”

Leven looked at the small knife on the ground and kicked it away.

“I can’t believe how pathetic you are,” Leven said softly.

“Don’t pity me,” Sabine snapped. “I want no pity.”

“Don’t worry,” Leven said. “I have no pity for you.”

“I was once the stronger one,” Sabine cried. “The Dearth needed me.”

“Not anymore,” Leven said.

Sabine looked at Leven and froze his right ear.

“Pathetic,” Leven repeated.

“You don’t understand,” Sabine wheezed. “I’ve been brought here to finish what we had between us. This castle is my coffin, unless I finish you.”

“I don’t see that happening,” Clover said.

“You’re walking a crooked trail to the oldest tree,” Sabine spat.

“That makes no sense.”

“You can’t reason with the tree unless the things you’ve touched in Foo are resolved,” Sabine whined. “He won’t even talk to you.”

“I’m not looking to reason with any tree.”

“You have no choice.” Sabine hacked, and dark chunks flew from his mouth and slapped down on the stone floor. “What you desire requires a conversation with the tree, and that conversation cannot happen if you have unresolved business.” Sabine’s shoulders raised a couple of inches—he growled like a wounded kitten, and the tips of Leven’s right thumb and pinkie froze.

Leven looked at his hand. “Are you still trying to freeze me?”

Sabine’s torn body slouched against the floor. His head hung back and his open mouth breathed deeply.

“So, if you were strong enough, would you really be able to kill me?” Leven asked.

Sabine’s head flopped to one side.

“Just because I’m unfinished business?”

More head flopping.

“So what do we do?” Clover said. “Do you have to kill him?”

“I’m not going to kill him,” Leven complained. “Look at him.”

Sabine moaned, looking like a pile of worn-out dirty rags.

“Maybe if you just pushed him or something,” Clover suggested. “He looks pretty weak.”

“Push him?”

“Actually,” Clover said, “he looks so weak that if you called him a few names he might keel over. Hey, dirty-towel boy!”

Sabine turned his head and snarled weakly at Clover. The tip of Clover’s nose froze. Clover looked cross-eyed at his nose and frowned.

“This isn’t a very dramatic final battle,” Clover complained.

Leven stepped up to Sabine and gently grabbed his shoulders. He pulled Sabine up and held him in front of him, staring directly into his beady, dark eyes. There was no soul there, no life, and, in the right eye, no pupil. Sabine was nothing but the few leftover pieces that had once possessed Tim, fought with Ezra, and spelled out things on Dennis’s head. He was an incomplete being who had been brought to this point to finally perish.

“You wanted this,” Leven said. “You listened to the Dearth and chose evil.”

Sabine breathed out, sounding like a raspy accordion.

“So much of what has happened is because of you,” Leven whispered.

The quiet words were more damaging than names. The truth swiped at Sabine like a saber, cutting the last few bits of his life from his rotting being.

“I’m . . .” Sabine started to say, but his thoughts never made it to fruition. The tiny remaining bits of his body slipped out of his tattered rags and splashed down against the floor.

Leven watched the dark bits puddle together. Then the puddle hissed, dried up, and disappeared.

“Eeew,” Clover said, disgusted. “He’s not a comfortable person to be around.”

Leven let go of the dirty bits of robe in his hands, and they fluttered to the floor like wounded bats.

“Do you think it’s because I called him ‘dirty-towel boy’?” Clover asked guiltily.

Leven reached up and patted Clover on the head. “I don’t think so,” he said.

“And we’re sure he’s gone?” Clover asked, jumping down and messing with the empty rags.

“I think this was his last stop.”

“I wonder what it would be like to have lived such a dark life,” Clover said casually. “It would drive me crazy.”

“Yeah,” Leven smiled. “We’re lucky you’re on the good side. Now, we need to keep moving.”

“I think we should get something to eat first,” Clover suggested.

“Really?” Leven said. “You could eat after that?”

Clover looked at the mound of robe. “Maybe just something light.”

“Eat something out of your void,” Leven instructed, kicking the pile of Sabine’s clothes with his toe. “I know you have stuff in there.”

A strong wind snaked through the stone castle and rattled bits of decaying wood and uneven stones.

“Come on,” Leven said. “We’ve gotta go.”

Clover jumped up and grabbed onto Leven’s left arm. He then crawled around Leven’s back and settled on Leven’s right shoulder.

“What other unfinished business do you have?” Clover asked.

“I don’t know,” Leven answered honestly. “But I hope it’s as easy to settle as that.”

“I hope it’s in a nicer place.”

Leven and Clover walked the two floors of the castle searching for anything or anyone else. Finding nothing, they set out through a back breezeway and kept walking toward the center of Alder.
  

Chapter Sixteen

Pulchritude Aplenty
 

The day was coming into its own. The weather was cool, but a warm string of air was hovering waist high, reminding every being in Foo that, as pleasant as it was, it could be even better. The mountains of Morfit in the far distance were reflecting the green sunshine off their highest peaks and sending the light back out as shimmering waves.

Winter reached the edge of the Sentinel Fields and pulled her avaland to a graceful and impressive stop. The beast settled just feet from the fields near a low stone wall and a line of thick purple trees. Through the growth, Winter could see thousands and thousands of beings in the distance still moving across the fields toward Sycophant Run.

Winter looked over and saw Geth racing toward her. Geth was bouncing around on his avaland and trying desperately to bring it to a halt. It finally stopped, but only because it ran directly into Winter’s beast. Winter flew off her avaland, landing on her side and scraping her left shoulder. Her kilve tumbled over the dirt with her.

She came to a stop on the stone ledge that ringed the edge of the Sentinel Fields right by the shore. Geth jumped off his avaland and ran to her side. Blood was running down her left shoulder, and she was trying to rip her sleeve to look at it. Her blonde hair was hanging in her face, making it hard for her to see.

“I’m so sorry,” Geth said, kneeling down right next to her. “Those avalands are impossible to stop.”

“I stopped mine,” Winter pointed out, her voice giving away the fact that she was hurt.

“Do you mind?” Geth asked, motioning to Winter’s arm.

Winter shook her head, and Geth ripped her sleeve up to the shoulder. He stopped to stare at her arm.

“What?” Winter asked. “It’s not that bad, is it?”

“No,” Geth said softly, beginning to wipe off her arm. “It’s not that at all. It’s just that when I tried to help pull you up out of the gunt, back when I was a toothpick, your arm was that of a child. Now you’re a . . . well . . .”

Winter blushed. “You at a loss for words?” she finally asked.

“I forget how much we’ve been through,” Geth smiled.

Geth took a leather bladder of water and poured some onto the swatch of Winter’s shirt he had ripped off. He cleaned up her scratch, dried it, and then covered it with the remaining material.

“Thanks,” Winter said self-consciously. She pulled herself up and looked out over the Sentinel Fields at the marching armies of refugees and escapees. The large trees above them brought their branches down just a few feet to make the scene even cozier. “Look at all those people—it’s like a river.”

“Impressive,” Geth whispered, sitting next to Winter.

“You’re impressed?” Winter asked. “What, you want to help them?”

“I want to stop them,” Geth answered. “But there’s no harm in marveling over what we have to conquer—it keeps me humble.”

Winter pulled her blonde hair back with her right hand and looked directly at Geth with her deep green eyes. “Do they train you lithens how to speak?”

“Nope,” Geth said. “It comes naturally.”

Winter smiled. “You look taller. Are you, or is it just your state of fluctuation?”

“I think you’re just finally beginning to look up to me,” Geth grinned.

Winter couldn’t stop herself from blushing again, and the branches on the trees closed in even more.

“You know, Winter,” Geth said calmly, “you really do . . .” Geth’s words went unfinished due to the arrival of a new voice.

“How pretty,” the melodious voice said. “I’ve been searching all over Foo for you, Geth, and here you are on a stone wall beneath the purple boughs of a fantrum tree with one very lovely nit.”

Both blushing, Geth and Winter turned to look at Phoebe smiling at them. She had come out of nowhere and appeared to be at least seven times prettier than when they had last seen her. Her wide blue eyes and soft features were hypnotizing, and the short green wrap she wore made her look like a very womanly fairy. She was hovering two inches above the ground, her thin wings humming so quickly that you couldn’t tell she even had them.

“Phoebe,” Geth said happily.

“I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” Phoebe said playfully.

“No,” Winter replied, the red in her cheeks barely subsiding. “We just got here ourselves.”

Geth stood up slowly, as if any quick movement might scare Phoebe away. “Where have you been?”

“All over,” she smiled. “It seems that Foo was in dire need of some passion. But now I’m here and alone.”

Winter cleared her throat.

“Yes, you’re here,” Phoebe amended. “But there are no longings left. What a sad thing for Foo.”

“I’m so sorry,” Geth said compassionately.

“Is there someone to blame?” Phoebe asked honestly.

“There are plenty to blame,” Geth answered. “But it’s way too late to punish any of them. Can’t you see Foo is falling?”

“The balance is off,” she agreed. “There are only four siids. And you’re the last of the lithens.”

Winter stood up to remind the two of them that she was still there.

“So, do you mind if I travel with you?” Phoebe asked.

“No.”

“Yes.”

Geth and Winter answered simultaneously.

“I mean, yes, we’d like that,” Winter corrected. “But don’t you have other people you need to push into love?”

Phoebe smiled—it was a nice smile, with no hint of guile. “I’m not Cupid. My effect will mellow now that I’m free. I’ve moved over Foo and done my part to bring a balance back to desire. But I don’t follow up with arrows or lessons in love.”

“Oh,” Winter said, clearly disappointed.

“I don’t mean to make things harder,” Phoebe said.

“Well, you’ve definitely made things more interesting,” Geth smiled.

Phoebe blinked slowly, and Winter cleared her throat again.

“So what are you doing?” Phoebe asked.

“We’re going to move into that horde of beings,” Geth pointed. “Then we’ll march down the gloam and onto Sycophant Run. We’ll slip though the exit and work our way to a place called Oklahoma.”

“How exciting,” Phoebe smiled.

“Many of the beings who are moving through now won’t live long in Reality,” Geth reminded them. “Echoes will eventually fade; rants will harden. We have less than three days. Of course . . .”

“Of course?” Winter asked.

“Well, eventually even the nits will die. If the exit has been opened, that means all dreams have ended. With the Dearth slipping out, not a single new dream will survive. Nits will forget their purpose and possibilities, and many will simply fall to the earth, never to get up again.”

“So it really is too late?” Winter asked.

“Not if Leven can pull off what he’s supposed to do.”

“We don’t even know where he is,” Winter said, frustrated.

“Fate will make things clear,” Geth said softly.

Winter put her head in her hands. “You’re so confusing.”

Phoebe patted Winter on the back.

“I might not know everything,” Geth said honestly, “but I believe in Leven. Besides, there’s a bit of me missing, and I know that piece is in Reality. I wouldn’t mind being my whole self again.”

“Don’t say that,” Phoebe cooed. “You’re perfect.”

Winter rolled her eyes. “Yeah, perfect.”

“We’ve never really been introduced,” Phoebe said to Winter.

“I’m sorry,” Geth said animatedly. “This is Winter. She’s a nit who came to Foo, then slipped through the gateway to bring Leven back.”

“Important and pretty,” Phoebe said.

“Thanks,” Winter said suspiciously. “So, we should get going.”

“First of all, Phoebe will need to cover up her wings,” Geth said.

Phoebe smiled, and her thin wings folded into her bare back and disappeared. Geth stared at her.

“You’re still going to be noticed,” he said. “We need robes to cover you two up. Wait here and I’ll be right back.”

“Where are—” Winter couldn’t get her question out fast enough. Geth had already jumped over the short stone wall and was running sideways through the trees and into the bushes.

Winter sat there on the wall and cleared her throat. The tree limbs above her lifted two feet. Phoebe just stared at her. Winter drummed her long fingers on the stone wall.

“Do I make you nervous?” Phoebe asked innocently.

“No,” Winter replied, her cheeks red. “Why would you say that?”

“That’s odd,” Phoebe said. “I didn’t take you for someone who doesn’t tell the truth.”

“What?” Winter asked defensively.

“I can tell that I make you nervous,” Phoebe said, confused. “But you said I didn’t.” Phoebe’s voice was so soothing and unaggressive that Winter couldn’t help but calm down.

“All right,” Winter admitted. “Maybe you make me just a little nervous.”

“I wonder why?” Phoebe asked, without sounding like she actually wanted an answer.

Winter bit the corner of her lip and tugged on the bandage Geth had put on her arm. “Really? Have you looked at yourself?”

“Many times,” Phoebe answered. “I’m quite pretty.”

“There’s an understatement,” Winter grumped.

“But you’re beautiful as well,” Phoebe said.

“It’s different,” Winter waved.

“So, do you love Geth?” Phoebe asked, sitting down next to Winter.

“Geth?” Winter laughed. “Why would you say that? He’s like my grandfather, or my father, or my brother.”

“But, being a lithen, he looks and acts as young as you,” Phoebe pointed out.

“I said, ‘or my brother,’” Winter pointed out. “Besides, can’t you tell when people are in love?”

Phoebe shook her head. “No more than you can. Of course, I’m aware of the effect that we longings have on others. So I usually assume that everyone I meet is either in love or wishing they were.”

“You must be popular at funerals.”

Phoebe just blinked.

“What about you?” Winter asked. “Do you love Geth?”

Phoebe nodded innocently.

“You do?” Winter questioned. “Really? You mean, like you love your brother?”

“The one brother I did have, I couldn’t stand,” Phoebe said. “I love Geth in a far different way.”

Winter just stared at her.

“Are you okay?” Phoebe asked.

“Are you always so honest?”

“I hope so,” Phoebe answered.

“So you love Geth?”

“Why do you think I came back?”

“I don’t know,” Winter answered, amazed. “Didn’t you just meet him a few days ago?”

Phoebe nodded.

“And you’ve said maybe ten words to him since then?” Winter questioned.

“We haven’t spoken much,” Phoebe admitted.

“But you love him?”

“Should I not?”

Winter laughed. “What if he has some weird habits?”

“Does he?” Phoebe asked innocently.

“He’s incredibly positive.”

“I hope that doesn’t change.”

“He has a tiny bit of him missing.”

“We all seem to have something we’re deficient in,” Phoebe said. “My right wing is torn at the bottom.”

Winter rubbed her forehead.

“So,” Phoebe asked, “if you don’t love Geth, then who do you love?”

“Do I have to love someone?” Winter argued.

“No,” Phoebe said, “but I can see a name on your lips.”

“Really?” Winter asked incredulously, putting her hand over her mouth. “A name on my lips?”

“It looks like the L sound,” Phoebe smiled. “Oh, of course, Leven.”

Winter’s mouth dropped open.

“I can see I was right,” Phoebe said, staring at Winter’s open mouth.

Winter closed her mouth.

“I’ve met him,” Phoebe said needlessly. “In fact, I believe he rescued me. And you love him? That’s wonderful.”

“I’m not . . . I can’t . . . really, you . . .”

“You don’t have to find the words to say to me,” Phoebe said nicely. “Silence is an acceptable answer.”

“No, it’s not,” Winter stormed. “You’re assuming a lot of things.”

“You don’t love him?”

Winter closed her green eyes and breathed in deeply. Behind her eyelids she could see some of the things that she and Leven had been through. She could see the boy who had mistakenly touched her and caused the shadows to find them, and she could see the man who had last pulled her up on the avaland only hours before.

“This time I can’t tell from the silence,” Phoebe said honestly. “Do you love him or not?”

“This isn’t the place,” Winter insisted.

“Where would you rather admit it?”

“I just . . .”

“You love him?”

“I guess I do,” Winter said, defeated.

“The word guess makes your answer confusing.” Phoebe bit her lip.

“Well, I know I miss him,” Winter said softly. “Is that good enough?”

Phoebe smiled. “Sometimes missing is stronger than love. So have you—”

Phoebe’s question was cut short. Geth burst through the bushes holding two robes and smiling as if he had just cured the world of all rashes.

Winter had never been so glad to see him. She jumped up and grabbed one of the robes. It was big, but not as huge as the one she had been forced to wear the day before. It was also red, and Winter was happy to be wearing a bit of color.

“Sorry to take so long,” Geth said as Phoebe slipped on her robe.

“No problem. It gave us a chance to talk,” Phoebe replied.

“What’d you talk about?” Geth questioned casually.

Winter looked at Phoebe and shook her head lightly.

“Nothing,” Phoebe answered smoothly.

“How informative,” Geth said. “Well, we might want to get going. The two rants I borrowed those robes from should gain consciousness soon.”

“Nice,” Winter smiled.

Winter then headed in the direction of the soldiers, followed by Phoebe and Geth but thinking about Leven.
  

Chapter Seventeen

Sizing Up the Competition
 

Anticipation is a fascinating thing. There’s nothing like the anticipation you experience the morning before Christmas or your birthday. Of course, there can be great disappointment following that anticipation, like when on that same birthday you get a flamethrower that doesn’t even work right.

Sad.

People anticipate all sorts of things—elections, movies, romance, sports—but never, in the history of mankind, has there been the kind of anticipation the entire world felt as Blue Hole Lake drained and word spread that something was now climbing up out of it.

It was a very pregnant pause. You might not remember it, but even you put down what you were doing and stared in anticipation at the TV, wondering what was coming next.

I chewed off most of my fingernails.

The scene in New Mexico was awe inspiring. It looked as if the whole of humanity was spread out across the desert staring at a tiny empty lake. For a place filled with so many thousands of people, it was relatively calm. There were a few helicopters in the sky, but there were no birds singing or cars rolling down the interstate. The whole world had come to a halt, anxiously anticipating what was coming.

Everyone held their breath as the soft sound of scraping and shuffling rose from the bottom of the lake bed. At the cement steps on the lake’s edge, General Lank stood with ten of his best men. Leading out from the lake was a wide path lined with soldiers and tanks all pointed in the direction of the hole.

General Lank held his right hand up, signaling that something was coming.

A small head covered in a dark brown felt hat rose up.

“Hello,” the Dearth yelled cheerfully, using his British accent. “You there, soldier, how about a hand down here?”

A dozen soldiers began sliding down into the empty lake. Climbing the sides of the lake wasn’t too difficult, due to a natural slope. The Dearth was helped by two strong soldiers who kept calling him sir and asking if he was comfortable.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for people being comfortable. And if they happen to be elderly, then all the better. But I don’t think that in the history of mankind there was a time when we were more gentle or accommodating while ushering evil into our midst. Never had we so willingly put forth our hand and pulled vile into our lives.

“Thank you, young man,” the Dearth said as he was helped up.

“No problem, sir.” The soldiers boosted him onto the lake’s edge near the waiting general.

The Dearth stood as tall as he could, took off his felt cap, and smiled for the cameras. General Lank looked at the Dearth’s feet where they were connected to the dirt. He then extended his right hand, and the Dearth shook it.

“Are you in charge?” Lank asked.

“I believe so,” the Dearth said softly.

The Dearth stepped away from the edge as hundreds of beings began to spill up over the lip of the empty lake behind him. Rants by the dozens crawled up and over each other, anxious to get a look at Reality.

Groups of U.S. soldiers moved in and began as politely as possible to usher the visitors into the large, fenced-in areas that had previously been set up. The river of rants and nits and cogs moved down the wide, guarded road and into their designated areas. There were tables all over the place filled with bottles of water and some sort of military fruit bars for the visitors to eat.

A tall rant stopped and looked up at the single sun. He pulled back the hood of his robe, and his body began to solidify into one complete being. Other rants followed suit, looking at their now-whole bodies while cheering and crying triumphantly.

General Lank took the Dearth by the elbow. The Dearth shuffled slowly, his bare feet attached to the earth. Soldiers lined the dirt road, holding their weapons and standing at attention. The Dearth, escorted by three huge soldiers, was taken into the old scuba shop, where Ezra and Dennis were waiting. The scuba shop was so old that part of the floor had rotted away, allowing the Dearth to stay connected to the soil.

Dennis was wearing the purple robe that Antsel had once worn. He was rubbing his head, amazed at how clear his thoughts suddenly were. Ezra was perched on Dennis’s right ear, staring at the Dearth with his single eye.

“He looks weak,” Ezra complained. “And that mustache? Come on.”

Next to Dennis and Ezra was Elton Thumps, who was busily looking at something on a clipboard while talking on his cell phone. He snapped his phone shut.

The Dearth stopped in front of Dennis and bowed slightly. Dennis was trying hard not to throw up. It hadn’t been too many weeks ago that he was an ignored and underachieving janitor. Now the whole world was watching him and expecting him to say something important. He cleared his throat and shifted on his feet.

“Hello,” Dennis finally said.

Ezra slapped his toothpick forehead.

“Hello,” the Dearth answered, his British accent in full form. “I am the Dearth.”

“The Dearth,” Elton asked. “Is that your first or last name?”

“My only name,” the Dearth said with charm. “And your names?”

“I am Dennis, and this is General—”

“I’m Ezra,” Ezra said as if that was the only introduction that needed to be made.

“Pleasure to meet you all,” the Dearth said. “I’m not one for crowds. But here today, so many people—certainly this large welcome isn’t for us.”

General Lank spoke. “The entire world is interested in you.”

The Dearth smiled, and everyone in the room seemed to relax.

“Come on!” Ezra screamed. “You’re really the Dearth? I don’t believe it. You’re a walking pile of dust. Shouldn’t you be home napping or planning an early high-fiber dinner?”

“Ah, youth,” the Dearth said, still smiling.

Ezra’s eye widened to the size of a pea. “Listen, you senile old bump, I find it hard to believe that you can command anything, much less the thousands of beings now flowing in from Foo.”

“I don’t command them,” the Dearth said sappily. “They’re here of their own free will.”

“Still, Ezra raises a good question. What are your intentions in coming here?” the general asked. “What exactly do you want?”

“We seek a new place to live,” the Dearth said defensively. “We seek to coddle our curiosity and know more about Reality. And, in return, you will be given access to Foo. Not everyone is coming to Reality. There are those who are happy in Foo. But there are many thousands who have family here and wish only to return to them . . . or to know more about you.”

“What about Leven Thumps?” Elton spoke up.

The Dearth’s right eye twitched just a bit, and Ezra took notice.

“Leven Thumps?” the Dearth asked. “What is your connection with him?”

“We have questions for him,” Elton said. “And I especially am interested in his well-being.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Ezra complained. “This gutless twig is Leven’s father. It’s a real touching story. If you’re ever in the mood to puke and cry, just let him tell it. What we need—”

“You’re Leven’s father?” the Dearth interrupted.

Elton nodded. “He was raised by others.”

The general’s radio crackled and buzzed. He spoke into it, then turned to the Dearth. “Just how many of you are there?”

“Quite a few,” the Dearth said, taking out a handkerchief and wiping his forehead. “I hope we’re not causing you trouble.”

“Oh, no,” the general grumbled. “We do this for everyone.”

“A bit of sarcasm,” the Dearth said. “I suppose it’s merited.”

“Listen,” General Lank said. “This is the United States of America, and we take security very seriously. Now we have thousands and thousands of unidentified beings marching out of a hole in the earth, and the only guarantee we have that you aren’t our enemy is the word of a toothpick.”

Ezra was sitting on top of Dennis’s head, yawning.

“That fellow there?” the Dearth asked. “What a surprise.”

Ezra stretched and stood up.

“The surprise is that you’re their leader?” Ezra asked casually, hopping down onto Dennis’s left shoulder.

“I suppose it is,” the Dearth smiled. “But I’m really just a volunteer helping my fellowman.”

Ezra looked disgusted. “You’re an impulse guided by darkness.”

“Now, now. They needed someone to walk them out, and I had the key.” The Dearth pulled a gold key out of his sweater pocket. The key was tied to a leather strap. He handed it to the general as a gesture of trust.

“There’s a door down there?” the general asked.

“A large one,” the Dearth smiled.

The general looked at Elton and then at Ezra. He gritted his teeth.

“Listen,” Ezra said, his tiny body buzzing. “I’m not sure who this old man is, but the things I’ve read on Dennis’s dumb head don’t match up with him.”

“What do you mean?” General Lank growled.

“This doddering old coot can’t possibly be the Dearth I read about on Dennis’s head.”

Three soldiers raised their guns and pointed them at the Dearth.

“Now, now,” the Dearth said again, holding his hands up nervously. “I’m not sure what this splinter’s been telling you, but we’re not here to hurt you. There are those from Foo who are here to become whole, and others who wish to reunite with loved ones, but there are not any here who wish to do you harm. Let our people come, and you’ll be free to walk in and experience Foo.”

“I think I’ll hold onto this key,” General Lank said, “just in case.”

“Suit yourself,” the Dearth said pleasantly.

“It’s a copy anyway,” Ezra grunted.

“How do you know that?” the Dearth said, looking genuinely surprised for the first time.

“See this noggin?” Ezra asked, pointing to Dennis’s large bald head.

The Dearth nodded.

“Up until a few hours ago, it used to tell me things,” Ezra informed him. “All kinds of things. Now it’s just a large skin ball.”

“Thanks,” Dennis said.

“You’re welcome,” Ezra replied. “I’ve gotten soft. But I’m not mental, and I know that there’s something up with you, Dearth. What’s the deal with your feet?”

“Beg pardon?” the Dearth said, not sounding quite as cute as he had just a few moments ago.

“Your feet,” Ezra pointed. “Am I the only one here who can see that he’s like a potted plant, rooted to the ground?”

“People are different,” Elton said.

“I’ll say,” Ezra growled. “Just look at your hair. But I’m not talking about choices in wardrobe or dry skin, I’m talking about the fact that this elderly chump’s feet are intertwined and growing into the ground.”

The Dearth blinked his eyes and then spoke slowly. “I am connected to the soil. I’m sorry if that is unsettling to you, but my type need to stay connected to the dirt. You’ll soon see things stranger than I.”

“What would happen if we were to lift you off of the dirt?” Ezra asked.

It wasn’t very obvious, but a person looking closely enough could have seen a slight flush of red rising from the Dearth’s collar and crawling up his neck.

“I thought we were walking into a civilized nation,” the Dearth said coolly.

“Civilized but suspicious,” General Lank said.

“I’m attached to the dirt.” The Dearth shrugged. “I can step off of the dirt, but it is more comfortable and wise for me to stand upon soil. Is this a problem?”

“I suppose not,” the general conceded.

The noise outside the scuba shop grew louder and louder as more and more beings spilled up out of Blue Hole Lake and into Reality. The large strips of land where those who were coming were being corralled into were filling up fast. And there were some screams and some additional photos taken as a large bunch of black skeletons leapt from the hole and marched proudly in a line toward the fenced areas. The rhythm of their feet shook the ground and their bones clicked and clacked.

“Keep the troops on high alert,” General Lank said. “No one is to use force of any kind unless they hear my voice say so.” He turned to the Dearth. “We have others we’d like you to meet.”

“It would be my pleasure.”

General Lank escorted the Dearth to the other side of the scuba shop, with Elton tagging along. Ezra jumped up onto Dennis’s left ear.

“Something’s wrong,” Ezra said.

“I don’t understand,” Dennis replied.

“That should be your motto,” Ezra snapped. “I just don’t see how that fossil could lead anyone anywhere. Once all those who are flowing into Reality arrive, he’s going to be easier to slap around than you.”

Dennis cleared his throat.

“Right, you saved my life,” Ezra conceded. “I’m just saying that taking care of him and ruling the world might be even easier than I had anticipated.”

Dennis flipped up the hood on his robe, hiding his bald head and the small toothpick on his ear. He stepped out of the tent and watched in wonder as wave after wave of fantastic-looking beings marched into Reality and past him.

“Nervous?” Ezra said from beneath the hood.

Dennis nodded his head.

“I can tell by the sweat,” Ezra commented. “You know, you might want to invest in some sort of head deodorant.”

“Thanks,” Dennis laughed, still watching the river of beings flowing in.

“You’re lucky I’ve got your back.”

Dennis felt the rumble of those marching roll up through his feet and shake his entire body. He felt anxious, he felt worried, he felt scared, he felt inadequate, he felt alone, and he felt like he was going to hyperventilate.

Dennis felt a lot of things, but not one of them was lucky.
  

Chapter Eighteen

Never in His Wildest Dreams
 

The island of Alder grew greener and greener and steeper and steeper with each step. The trees were so thick it was hard to pick out one trunk from another. Birds with long feathery wings jumped from treetop to treetop, spreading their wings like umbrellas and drifting down to lower branches. The ground was covered with dark, rich soil and rocky outcrops forming intricate patterns. The path of glass was still visible, but it was almost completely overgrown in spots.

“Okay,” Clover said, “so what about in fourth grade?”

“I don’t want to do this,” Leven protested weakly.

“You should be prepared,” Clover pointed out. “Fourth grade?”

“I can’t remember fourth grade,” Leven insisted. “And I don’t think the unfinished business that Sabine was talking about has to do with what happened in fourth grade.”

“Okay,” Clover said. “What about fifth grade?”

“Honestly?” Leven asked.

“All right,” Clover conceded. “What about here?”

“I don’t know,” Leven said. “To be honest, I thought Sabine was finished.”

“What about that rant he hung out with?”

“Jamoon?” Leven asked.

“Sounds like a made-up name,” Clover said. “But yeah, him.”

“He fell hundreds of feet and was buried by a mountain of stone.”

“People can be resilient when stressed.”

“He wasn’t stressed,” Leven pointed out. “He was dead.”

“Okay,” Clover said. “Then what about your grandfather?”

“We finished that.”

Clover was silent as Leven hiked between two mammoth boulders and through a meadow filled with braided orange grass. Leven turned around. “I really think someone’s following us,” he whispered.

“It makes me nervous,” Clover admitted.

“That somebody’s following us?”

“No,” Clover said. “It makes me nervous not knowing what’s coming.”

“Well, then, pretend you’re Geth,” Leven smiled.

Clover cleared his throat. “Oh, I can’t wait to be killed by whatever comes my way,” he said in his best Geth imitation. “I hope it happens soon.”

Leven laughed and walked quicker. Once past the meadow he stepped carefully across a stream filled with thick red water and through a large, tree-covered patch of ivy. The incline of the path was getting steeper, and all around were moss-infested piles of stone and dilapidated walls and structures. It was obvious that at one point long ago this section of Alder had been fairly well populated.

“Hello, Leven,” a voice sang out.

Leven stopped and looked around quickly. He could see nothing but trees and ruins.

“Did you hear something?” Leven whispered.

“Maybe,” Clover whispered back. “Did it sound like a rooster coughing?”

“What?”

“Never mind,” Clover said, disappearing.

Leven took another step, moving around a leaning pillar of stone.

“Hello, Leven,” the voice repeated.

Leven looked to the trees. Something was moving beneath the shadows of a wooden structure. Leven’s heart began to thump like a foreboding drum.

“Who’s there?” he called out.

The sound of ivy being stepped on rubbed against Leven’s ear. He slowly and quietly pulled his kilve out from behind his back.

“See anyone?” Leven whispered to Clover.

“Not a thing.”

Someone was moving behind the trees; then, as if she had been pushed out, a woman sprang from the woods. The woman stumbled a bit and then gained her balance. She stood up straight about ten feet from Leven. It wasn’t the most graceful entrance ever, but the visitor was beautiful. She wore a white dress with a blue robe over it. Her long, brown hair was pulled back behind her head with a white, twisty ribbon. She smiled with her eyes, and Leven was struck by how familiar she appeared. The wisdom behind her dark eyes made her look a bit older than Leven.

“Hello, Leven,” she said again, taking one step closer to him.

“Hello,” Leven said cautiously, slipping his kilve back behind him. “I’m sorry, but do I know you?”

“Sort of,” she laughed.

Leven’s heart began to beat even faster. “We’ve met?”

“The circumstances were not pleasant,” she laughed. “And I was a bit different in appearance, but I’m your grandmother.”

Clover materialized on top of Leven’s head and gasped loudly enough for all of them.

“My grandmother?” Leven said, staring.

She nodded.

“Amelia?” he said bewildered. “That’s . . . you were . . . I don’t . . . how?”

“Gunt’s an amazing substance,” Amelia smiled. “If I remember correctly, it was gunt that Winter used to revert back to a baby. You didn’t leave me to die, Leven, you left me to grow younger.”

“But you’re so much younger,” Leven said, walking slowly around her looking for strings or mirrors or some sort of explanation for what he now saw. He stopped in front of her, pushed back his long, dark hair, and smiled. “Amazing.”

“You’ve changed as well,” she said. “You’re not exactly the child I pulled through the gateway.”

Leven stepped closer. “I don’t understand. How come you’re here?”

“This is Alder?” she said, looking around.

Leven nodded and Clover disappeared.

“And you’re moving through the ruins and toward the center?” she asked.

“To be honest, I’m not sure where I’m going,” Leven said, sounding a bit more like an actual grandkid. “Clover and I slipped through some thick shadow and started walking. I’ve already run into what was left of Sabine.”

“What a useless soul,” Amelia cursed. “Well, I suppose I’m more unfinished business. Fate snatched me from the gunt and placed me here.”

“Unfinished business?” Leven asked. “You?”

Clover showed himself again, this time clinging to the front of Leven’s robe. “He doesn’t have to kill you, does he?”

Amelia smiled. “No, I’ve come simply to see you and wish you well.”

“Really?” Leven said with relief in his voice. His body relaxed and he rubbed the back of his neck. “So the unfinished business can be good?”

“Of course,” she answered. “In the past, most unfinished business was good. Foo was a remarkable place.”

“I wish I’d known it then,” Leven said.

“Hopefully you’ll see it that way yet again,” she said. “But for the moment let’s just be happy to be here.”

Amelia opened her arms and Leven ran forward. She grabbed him and hugged him as if he were indestructible. Leven leaned his head onto her shoulder and picked her up two inches off the ground. He set her down and stepped back two feet.

“I can’t believe it,” he said happily.

“You must have been through a lot,” she praised him, patting his left arm. “You’re so tall. And you look like your grandfather.”

Leven looked down. “I met him,” he said solemnly. “He was the Want.”

“That wasn’t your grandfather,” Amelia said. “That was a selfish old man who had been ill for so long his soul was nothing but a sick sludge.”

“But he’s dead,” Leven said.

“He died long ago,” she said softly. “I’m so sorry for what you’ve been through.”

“I’m not,” Leven said honestly. “Sometimes I think about none of this having ever happened and I get so anxious I can’t breathe. It’s been hard, but it’s been what it should be.”

“So you’re the Want?” she said with respect in her voice.

“I am,” Leven tried to say confidently.

Amelia let go of Leven’s hand. “I have great blank spots in my memory, but I can remember there were good times long ago. I can feel the soft afternoons and long days of Foo when the darkness was but a whisper in the halls of Morfit.”

“I’m so glad you’re alive,” Leven sighed.

Amelia just smiled.

“You’ll travel with Clover and me?”

Amelia looked up and put her right ear to the wind. “I’m afraid not. I’m going a different direction.”

“What?” Leven asked, shocked.

“I love you, Leven,” Amelia said. “Remember that. It’s important you know.”

“Why can’t you stay?”

“I am so proud of you.”

“But you can’t just leave!” Clover wailed.

Amelia looked up and laughed at Clover. “It’s obvious Leven’s in good hands. If fate is kind, we will see each other again.”

Amelia smiled one last time and then slipped into the trees and back behind some ruins. Clover waved good-bye and then blew his nose. Leven reached up and patted the sad sycophant. “It’s okay,” Leven said, trying to comfort him.

“I really do like this pretty version of her better,” Clover said honestly.

Leven smiled, happy to have real family once again wandering Foo.
  

Chapter Nineteen

The Disadvantages of Following the Crowd
 

Sadly, Sycophant Run was no longer the tranquil, beautiful haven it had always been. Gone were the sounds of laughter and soft winds. Buried in the stench of war were the smells of food and fresh tavel growing in the fields. Even beauty had fled. The huge flowers that had covered the land had closed their faces and were now deep in hiding. The legions of sycophants who had once guarded the shores were now either wounded or had retreated into the hills, hiding for their lives. A few still fought, but being visible they lost all advantage and were too easily picked off.

A large rope bridge with wide wooden slats had been constructed over the gorge on Sycophant Run. The structure was remarkably strong despite how haphazardly and quickly it had been thrown together. At the moment, crowds of beings were hiking across the bridge, heading for the exit.

Tim and Azure clomped across the bridge with Janet in tow. Swig was under Tim’s robe, hiding from danger and avoiding the sight of his damaged and destroyed homeland.

The air was filled with excitement and anticipation as people continued to hike through the tunnels and push out into Reality. Azure’s face was hidden beneath a green robe; thanks to the amazement of the moment, nobody gave him a second glance.

Tim stepped off the bridge and headed toward the marsh. “Are we close?”

“I have no idea,” Swig answered from beneath the robe. “I’ve never even been to this part of Sycophant Run.”

“We must be getting there,” Janet answered. “I can see people up ahead moving underground.”

“Can we sit for a second?” Azure asked. “I’m still pretty weak.”

Tim would have loved to just leave Azure and Janet and run until he was back in Reality with his family, but Tim was not that kind of person. He had come here in the first place because he cared about Winter, and he would stay with Azure because he believed it was the right thing to do.

“All right,” Tim said. “We’ll rest for a moment. But we’ve got to hurry.”

Tim led Azure to an overturned wooden cart that someone had abandoned. They sat down on the bottom side of the cart and watched the crowd of beings push past them.

“I don’t believe it,” Azure said, emotion tainting his voice.

“You don’t believe what?” Tim asked.

“I’m a lithen,” he said sheepishly. “I grew up believing there was no way out of Foo. Now I see that the very things we taught others were false. I’m not a sentimental being, but the moment I step into Reality, I believe my heart might burst.”

“It’s a remarkable place,” Tim said. “I suppose it might seem a bit pale in comparison to here, but the heart of Reality is no smaller than that of Foo.”

“What do you do there?” Azure asked Tim.

“I gather people’s trash,” Tim answered proudly.

“I don’t understand,” Azure said.

“I take control of what others throw out.”

“Do you like that?” Azure asked.

“It gives me a lot of time to think.”

“And that’s a desirable commodity in Reality?” Azure asked.

“I believe time to think is a desirable commodity in any realm,” Tim said, smiling.

Azure smiled wide and his blue eyes lightened.

“When I get out I can’t wait to give myself what-for,” Janet butted in. “I only hope that I will listen to myself.”

“How can a whisp exist in Reality?” Swig asked from beneath Tim’s robe. “I don’t understand.”

“Can’t you tell him to keep to himself?” Janet asked.

“It is a travesty to all that is sane when the voice of a sycophant is the only voice of reason,” Swig argued.

“Perhaps you should leave us,” Azure said. “Certainly, as the voice of reason, you can see the wisdom in you staying here.”

“No,” Tim insisted. “Swig comes with me.”

“I’m afraid Azure’s right,” Swig contradicted. “This is my leaping-off point.”

“What?” Tim asked. “I need you. I want my sons to see you.”

“I’m sorry,” Swig said. “But it’s not the role of a sycophant to abandon Foo. If you wish to leave, then my duty is over.”

Tim looked wounded from the neck up.

“There’s no need for me to help you adjust to what you are already comfortable with,” Swig pointed out. “You’re messing with the balance of everything.”

“Please, Swig,” Tim said.

“It wouldn’t be right.”

“Well, then, we’ll come back and visit when everything settles.”

Swig crawled out from Tim’s robe and stared at him. “It is interesting to me what you nits can tell yourselves to make yourselves feel better. Does it make things easier?”

“I don’t like you,” Janet said.

“I’m not sure it’s important that you do,” Swig pointed out honestly.

“We should go,” Tim said, changing the subject abruptly. He stood and helped Azure up. “Are you doing okay?”

Azure nodded. “I feel stronger. I should be well when we reach Reality.”

The four of them were sucked right back into the thick string of refugees who were tromping across the marsh. Mud seeped up around Tim’s feet and dragged at the hems of his and Azure’s robes.

Janet commented on how fortunate she was that mud couldn’t cling to her, but she was ignored by everyone.

They followed the masses, walking on a wide, spiral dirt path into the tunnel. Quickly the outside world disappeared and there was nothing but darkness and torchlight. The cavern walls were lined with lit torches that cheered and giggled as everyone walked past them.

The tunnel was around fifteen feet wide and seven feet tall. The walls were all dark stone, and the floor was covered with black, dry dirt. The sounds of footsteps and excited voices bounced off the rock walls and filled everyone’s heads with constant noise.

The cavern wound down farther. A number of beings became too impatient to walk at the speed they were going and quickly ran past Tim and his group in a race to get out.

“Swig, are you here?” Tim asked.

There was no answer.

“Are you gone?”

Again nothing.

“Don’t worry about him,” Janet said. “You’ll see your kids.”

Tim looked back down the cavern.

“He’s just a sycophant,” Azure said hotly.

“We’ve all given up something we will miss,” Janet reminded him. “Azure used to lead all of these people, and I had . . .”

“Osck,” Tim said, pointing.

“Yes,” Janet admitted sadly. “I just—”

“No,” Tim said with excitement. “There’s Osck.”

Janet looked to where Tim was pointing. Down the tunnel, standing near a wall of colored glass, was Osck. He was standing still, watching everyone who walked by.

“Osck!” Tim yelled.

Osck turned and spotted Tim. He then saw Janet right behind him and smiled. Janet glided through everyone and right up next to him. She tried to touch Osck, but her hands and body kept slipping though him.

“You’re here,” she said.

“Of course,” Osck replied. “I felt certain you would eventually come this way.”

“And you waited,” Janet said happily.

“I figured there was little harm in waiting a short while longer to enter Reality,” Osck said without emotion. “I have waited my whole life; why not wait a bit longer and enter with you, whom I love?”

There almost wasn’t room enough in the tunnel for Janet’s smile.

“Love,” Janet finally said.

“We’re not much,” Osck said. “You are but a whisp and I a simple echo, but we are meant to stand together.”

Tim greeted Osck and quietly introduced him to Azure. Osck was too busy staring at Janet to really acknowledge him.

“We should keep going,” Tim finally prompted.

All four of them walked into the darkness toward the large wooden door. Tim was the first to step through. Janet and Osck were laughing as they moved into the wet part of the tunnel that the map of glass had mapped out. The watery walls were dark and rippling and the floor was marked clearly with a luminous smudge that the Dearth had left.

“That’s water above us?” Janet asked.

“It is,” Tim said.

“How does it not crash in around us?” Osck asked nervously. It wasn’t the greatest feeling for a fiery echo to be surrounded by water.

“The map of glass,” Azure answered. “The course is made clear on the map. But it is not a set course; it will shift in three days. That’s why it is so important to move quickly.”

Osck picked up his pace, pushing into a group of rants in front of them. The tunnel of water turned and then slanted up five feet. It grew wider and then twisted around almost into the reverse direction. Osck stuck to the middle of the tunnel with Janet by his side.

At one point the tunnel twisted in such a way that it almost felt like they were walking upside down.

Just as Tim was beginning to doubt his ability to distinguish up from down and over from under, he saw a round circle of light ahead. Soon the light grew bigger and the deafening sound of cheering could be heard. Everyone in the tunnel surged forward, trying to contain their excitement.

Osck reached the exit first. He looked up from the bottom of Blue Hole Lake and marveled at the light. He began to scale the walls of the tiny, empty lake. Janet was scrambling right next to him.

Osck looked at her. “Is this real?”

Janet was too happy to speak.

Tim helped Azure climb the walls of Blue Hole Lake. Azure’s robe kept getting caught underfoot, making it hard for him to move.

“Throw it off,” Tim said, peeling off his own robe.

“But . . .” Azure tried to say.

“But nothing,” Tim smiled. “Robes aren’t really a Reality thing.”

Azure and Tim dropped their robes behind them and climbed the walls quicker. Five minutes later, on the heels of Janet and Osck, they all busted up over the edge of Blue Hole and climbed up the concrete steps. All four of them blinked and marveled, finding it hard not to just stop and take it all in. But there was a wide stream of beings behind them pushing them forward. The air was filled with the sound of cheering and helicopters hovering overhead.

Tim stared at the rows and rows of soldiers and military vehicles as he was herded past the crowds and into the large fenced-off areas.

“We made it,” Tim said to Azure.

Azure bent over and grabbed his stomach.

“You okay?” Tim asked.

“I’m fine,” Azure lied.

All four of them shuffled down the path toward their designated waiting area.
  

Chapter Twenty

The Worst Shall Be Third
 

There are billions and billions of different dreams. There are the boring ones that simply put you in normal situations doing normal things, like grocery shopping, or picking out school clothes, or doing the dishes. There are the messed-up ones, where you can see you’re somewhere, but your brain is telling you you’re somewhere else, like you see yourself on a ski slope but your brain tells you you’re back in your old elementary school serving detention. There are the painful ones, where you spend the whole time looking for a bathroom only to wake up and realize you’d really better find one fast. And there are those amazing, not-to-be-missed dreams where you’re flying and you wish you would never, ever, ever, ever wake up—not even to use the bathroom.

And then, of course, there are those dreams that you feel you never really wake up from, and you stumble about the next day just trying to clear your head.

It was that kind of dream Leven was now hoping to shake.

He walked quickly over the broken glass. His feet bounced with each step, making his knees hurt more than usual. He looked ahead and saw nothing but trees and fog and green and mist and stone. That, mixed with the thoughts of Amelia in his head, made his mind a wet and confusing place.

“She was real, right?” Leven asked Clover.

Clover materialized, hanging from Leven’s left elbow. “She looked real to me,” Clover answered. “But remember that time in Reality when I thought I saw that barn in the distance but it was just a mirage.”

“It was just a garage,” Leven clarified. “A garage—no barn.”

“Yeah,” Clover said. “That’s what I mean. Maybe Amelia was just a trick of the mind. But she seemed real to me.”

“Me too,” Leven said softly. “Look at that.”

Leven pointed to a tall, dark wall that ran across the path in both directions. It was made of black stone and was at least twice Leven’s height. At the point where it crossed the glass path, there was a crumbling archway. Only a few precarious-looking rocks were still holding together at the top of the arch.

“Come on,” Leven waved.

When they reached the wall, Clover hopped off Leven’s arm, climbed up, and jumped over. Leven glanced beyond the piles of crumbly rock and looked through the archway.

Clover jumped back over the wall and landed on Leven’s left shoulder. “Looks safe enough. I saw a sharp stick and a couple of rocks you might want to avoid.”

Leven climbed over the pile of rock and through the archway. Once through, he noticed two people kneeling on the ground with their heads down. They were a long way down the glass path and looked harmless, but Leven pulled his kilve out just in case. Before he got all the way to them, he recognized them from the clothes they were wearing.

“Aunt Addy?” Leven questioned. “Terry.”

They both lifted their heads. Their eyes were ringed with red, and tears were slipping down their cheeks. Leven felt no compulsion to run to them. In fact, if he felt anything at all, it was an urgency to run away.

“What are you doing here?” Leven asked, dumbfounded.

“Leven,” Addy sobbed.

“I don’t understand,” Leven admitted. “You’re here.”

“We’re dead,” Terry cried. “As dead as Elvis. We got hit by a truck, and just as we was settling into an eternity of misery, we was zoomed here.”

“You’re dead?”

“Completely,” Terry wailed.

Addy cried harder. “We were awful to you.”

“That’s true,” Leven said.

“I should have treated you like a son,” Terry yelped.

“You should have treated me like a human,” Leven threw out.

“Even just before we died, we was thinking of exploiting you,” Addy said. “Can you ever forgive us?”

“Of course,” Leven said without pause, his voice in perfect control. “I forgave you a long time ago.”

“Why?” Terry asked, looking up at Leven.

[image: ]

“You two are who you are,” Leven pointed out. “I couldn’t let your cruelty make me something I couldn’t stand to be.”

“Cruelty,” Addy wailed.

“You had a chance to make my life better and you chose not to,” Leven said calmly. “You made it very easy for me to walk away.”

The two of them were still kneeling and their shoulders shook as they sobbed. Addy finally looked up. “So you’re okay?”

Leven smiled. “I think so.”

“We’re so sorry,” Addy blubbered.

“We really are,” Terry added. “My stomach feels like a loaf of lead when I think of how we treated you.”

“Well, then, stop thinking about it,” Leven insisted kindly. He stepped up to them and patted them on their heads. They wrapped their arms around his legs and cried like the world had just run out of fried food. Leven patted them in such a way as to say, “It’s okay that you treated me like dirt; these things happen.”

Addy glanced up. “You look important.”

“I’m just the same person I always was.”

Terry wailed.

“I was a horrible aunt,” Addy hollered.

“Well, actually, you were my mother’s half sister.”

Addy cried even harder.

“Sorry,” Leven said.

“Wow,” Clover whispered from the top of Leven’s head. “You’ve got some emotionally unfinished baggage.”

As Leven continued to pat their heads, their bodies began to break up into myriads of little pieces and drift away. Addy smiled before her fat face was gone, and Terry looked relieved. Eventually there was just a small pile of dusty residue at Leven’s feet.

“I still don’t like them,” Clover insisted.

“Well, don’t waste your time on it,” Leven smiled. “They’re gone.” Leven looked down at the thin skiff of white dust. He thought of all the times he had been yelled at and ignored. All the abuse and anger they had brought into his life. He thought of the times when he would have given anything to have them simply be kind to him. Now they were gone, and everything in the past had the ability to either drag him down or propel him forward. He was sad—not at the loss so much as at what could have been.

“So, all this is supposed to prepare you?” Clover asked.

“I’m not sure.”

Leven jumped over the residue of his once-guardians and continued on the glass road.

“What time do you think it is?” Leven asked.

Clover pulled out a deck of cards from his void. “Does this tell time?”

Leven shook his head.

“This?” Clover asked, pulling out the bottom half of a Barbie.

“Really?” Leven asked in amazement. “How would that tell time?”

“Don’t clocks have legs?”

“If somehow we really do save the world, I’m going to be amazed,” Leven laughed.

“That’s so weird,” Clover said honestly. “I was thinking the same thing.”
  

Chapter Twenty-One

Finding What You Didn’t Know Was Missing
 

Winter, Geth, and Phoebe had joined the ranks of refugees working their way to Reality. Winter and Phoebe were wearing the red robes that Geth had borrowed for them, and so far not a single being had given them a second glance. The masses of refugees were made up of rants and nits and cogs and echoes and every other being that had ever been curious enough to wonder what Reality had to offer. Foo was a place of wonder, but it was also a place of service, of making the dreams of those in Reality become huge. So many now wanted to get out and have the chance for their dreams to come to life.

The three of them were in line directly behind two fat nits and in front of a dozen black skeletons. Winter looked back over her shoulder at the endless stream of beings.

“I hate this,” Winter said. “I feel like we’re abandoning Leven.”

“That’s sweet,” Phoebe said kindly.

Winter wanted to reach out and throttle Phoebe. It wasn’t that Phoebe was mean to her; it was just that she was way too perfect. Whatever Winter said, Phoebe would always react in an interested, happy manner.

It just wasn’t right.

Plus, Winter couldn’t count on her own feelings. She knew Phoebe’s effect was mellowing, but she didn’t know how much. So she couldn’t tell if she was feeling like she did because of Phoebe’s ability to make people nuts, or because she really felt that way.

“There’s nothing sweet about leaving Leven,” Winter argued.

“Look at you,” Phoebe said kindly. “Your cheeks are as red as our robes.”

“Geth,” Winter seethed. “Are you going to do something about her?”

Geth smiled at Phoebe and back at Winter. “Let’s just keep moving. I know you’re tired, but the sooner we get through, the sooner we can start looking for Leven.”

“Looking for Leven?” Winter asked, disgusted. “We’re leaving him behind.”

“We’re going where he said we should,” Geth pointed out.

“Geth’s right,” Phoebe added.

Winter held her own head in her hands and shook. “Is that you?” she asked Phoebe.

“Excuse me?” Phoebe asked nicely.

“Is that you making my mind so nuts?” Winter questioned. “I feel like my brain is on fire and my cheeks are going to burst into flame. My stomach is hungry and yet repulsed by the idea of eating. I can’t see straight, I keep thinking about Leven, and my feet hurt.”

Phoebe smiled. “I can’t help your feelings for Leven. If they’ve intensified, it’s because of things moving in the direction they should. And I’m sorry about your feet.”

“She’s not to blame,” Geth said.

“What do you know, Geth? You’re useless,” Winter moaned. “You’re too smitten to be objective.”

“That’s probably true,” Geth agreed. “But even with Phoebe around I am not distracted by what fate has us doing.”

“And just what is that?” Winter asked, frustrated.

“Helping Leven,” Geth answered. “Come on.”

Geth’s line of reasoning made no sense to Winter, but she walked quickly and with determination, looking as if she truly believed in what she was doing. The three of them reached Sycophant Run, and Winter was struck dumb by the sight of so many sycophants floating in the water along the shoreline.

“Are they dead?” Phoebe asked.

“No,” Geth said. “They’re wounded or stunned, but not dead. It would take the bones of their own to completely steal their lives. Of course, they probably wish they were dead. Look what all this has done to their home.”

Winter looked around. Sycophant Run, once beautiful, was now trashed. The beaches were trampled and covered with unwelcome visitors and debris. And a thick river of beings ran from off of the gloam into Sycophant Run.

“This is so horrible,” Winter whispered. “I can’t look at it.”

“It’s one of the reasons you felt so passionately about helping us,” Geth said. “You wanted to prevent this from happening.”

“It looks like I failed big time.”

“You’ve done your part,” Geth said kindly. “This is the result of selfishness. It has come about due to hundreds of wrong decisions.”

“So do we follow the crowd?” Winter asked.

“Of course not,” Geth smiled. “Follow me.”

The three of them broke from the string of beings and hiked toward a distant, mushroom-shaped hill in the opposite direction. Nobody seemed to notice or care that they were marching to their own beat, and in a short while they were off the beach and surrounded by beautiful trees and large, empty sycophant farms.

“It’s so quiet in this part,” Winter pointed out. “Where are we going?”

“I have friends here,” Geth said. “I need to see if they’re all right.”

“Really?” Winter asked. “Isn’t that kind of silly? I mean, is anyone all right?”

“I need to check,” Geth said.

“You’re so thoughtful,” Phoebe said sincerely.

Winter rolled her dark green eyes again.

Away from the shores, Sycophant Run was quiet and still. There was no sign of a single sycophant anywhere.

“Where are all the ’phants?” Phoebe asked. “When I flew over this area a couple of days ago, there were so many out and about.”

“Most are probably hiding,” Geth answered her. “They’ve never known this kind of fear and chaos. There.” Geth pointed to a tiny dirt trail that twisted up and onto a thin knoll where a large, bare tree stood. “Come on.”

Geth walked quickly, sliding down a grassy slope and jumping onto the trail. Phoebe followed him and Winter took up the rear, still bothered by what she had seen on the shores and wishing her complete memory would come back. She could still recall only the things she had last been through in Reality. She couldn’t remember her first stint in Reality, before she had ever been snatched into Foo. She couldn’t remember her first time in Foo, and the things she had done to fight against Sabine and to put into motion the plan to bring Leven in.

Winter jammed her right foot against a hard root and tumbled to the ground. She sat there in the dirt wondering who she really was and wishing Leven were here.

Geth ran back and helped her to her feet. “You okay?”

“No,” Winter said. “I feel like rot. Was this the plan?”

“Yes,” Geth said happily.

“Seriously?” Winter argued. “Our plan was to come to Sycophant Run and see all the hurt sycophants and then wander off without Leven and end up in the dirt? That was the plan?”

“You—” Geth started to say.

“Don’t talk about fate,” Winter growled. “If you say one more thing about fate, I think I’m going to puke. Of course, it does seem sort of fateful that you’re here making eyes at Phoebe, but for the rest of the world things are falling apart.”

“Making eyes?” Geth smiled.

“It’s like you’re a child,” Winter complained.

Phoebe raised her hand as if she needed permission to ask a question. “Are you sure you don’t have feelings for Geth?”

“What?” Winter guffawed.

“Feelings for Geth,” Phoebe said again. “You seem to have more than a usual amount of intensity over all this.”

“I . . .” Winter scoffed. “You’re insane. Just because I have a strong opinion doesn’t mean I’m hot for Geth.”

Geth just stood there staring at Phoebe.

“Besides,” Winter argued, “when you’re around, he has no clue I’m even alive.”

“That’s not true,” Geth said, looking at Winter. “Phoebe’s not insane.”

Winter threw up her arms. “I give up. Where are we going?”

“Excellent,” Geth said as if he had not noticed she was being sarcastic. “We’re almost there.”

The three of them stepped quickly up the small, jagged trail. On top of the hill stood a bare tree with dark bark and thousands of thin, naked branches. The branches swayed in the light wind. The tree itself was only about three times the height of Geth, with an exceptionally fat trunk. Geth reached out and touched the tree.

“This is what you were looking for?” Winter asked.

“It’s a sacred place for the sycophants,” Geth answered her. He gently tapped the bottom of the tree with his right foot. Five seconds later a small section of bark in the upper part of the tree slid back to reveal two tiny eyes looking out. The black eyes widened, and then the bark snapped quickly back into place. A large piece of the trunk at the bottom of the tree hinged open like a door, and an older sycophant with light fur and wide, wet eyes emerged.

“Geth?” the sycophant said happily, clapping his small hands.

“Rast,” Geth bowed. It seemed as if the two of them were going to hug each other, but they held back and respectfully just nodded toward one another.

“You’re alive,” Rast said. “Nothing could please me more.”

“And you, as always, are too kind.”

“There must always be room for kindness,” Rast said happily. “It would be a mess even uglier than the scene before us if all kindness were gone.”

“Oh, great,” Winter whispered to Phoebe. “He talks like Geth.”

“You’re right,” Phoebe said. “How fortunate.”

“Yeah, we’re pretty lucky.” Winter dropped her kilve and pulled off her robe, then sat down in the long, soft grass. She folded her robe up, placed it behind her head, and lay down on it. Phoebe sat down next to her with her legs crossed and her eyes barely open.

Geth and Rast continued to talk.

“This is the second great surprise I’ve had today,” Rast told Geth. “How I wish the feelings in the air weren’t so heavy. We would be celebrating, and the whole of Sycophant Run would be filled with laughter. Instead . . .”

Rast let his last word hang like a wet towel on a sagging clothesline—heavy and damp.

“Instead we hide and hope that others can fix our mistake,” Rast finally concluded. “It is a sad day.”

“Your mistake?”

“It was our responsibility to keep the exit hidden,” Rast reminded Geth. “We let the key get away and failed to shatter the map. Now hundreds of thousands flow freely through the exit.”

“It’s the failures of many that have brought us here,” Geth said. “Not you and your people. The darkness had been building in the sky for years. However, there’s still much to take place.”

“But is there hope?” Rast asked desperately.

“Oceans full,” Geth smiled. “Keep your people safe, Rast, and in the near future we will celebrate in a way much more fitting.”

“You always were my favorite lithen,” Rast smiled. “Now tell me, who are the beautiful beings you travel with?”

Geth looked at Phoebe and introduced her.

“Of course,” Winter mumbled from her spot on the ground. “Her first.”

“And this is Winter . . .”

Rast’s smile faded and his fur seemed to fade to a lighter shade.

“She’s been . . .” Geth started to say.

Rast held up his small right hand. The sign of the star was visible on his palm. “I’m sorry to interrupt you, but could you hold for just a moment?” Rast moved back into the tree trunk and shut the door.

“Did you offend him?” Phoebe asked.

“Yeah,” Winter said, her eyes closed as she rested. “Was he mad that you were trying to out-philosophize him? Or that you said fate two times more than he did? Or that you were spending precious time introducing me when there was more to say about Phoebe?”

Geth sat down next to Winter just as the trunk of the tree opened once more. Rast stepped out, followed by another sycophant.

“Lilly,” Geth said happily.

Lilly’s eyes were red from all the tears she had cried in the last few hours. The sight of Sycophant Run and the horror over what others were doing was too great for her. More than that, however, had been the realization that Winter had left her to save her people and that she, Lilly, had behaved like a spoiled child. She had also been the one to retrieve the key to the sycophant secret. All the misery and pain her people were now going through was due to her. Winter had only wished to help. Lilly’s white fur was dusty, and her tall ears were folded forward. Geth looked from Lilly to Winter.

“Winter,” Geth said urgently. “Sit up.”

“What is it?” Winter asked.

“It’s Lilly,” Geth said, smiling.

Winter sat up and looked at Lilly. “Lilly?”

“Your sycophant,” Geth said.

Winter’s mind raced like a toy car that had been overwound and quickly released. She looked at Lilly, searching her brain for any hint of recognition. Lilly, on the other hand, needed no reminder. She bound up from where she stood and sprang toward Winter. She wrapped her small white arms around Winter’s neck and chattered excitedly.

“You’re back,” Lilly cried.

Winter began to cry—she wasn’t exactly sure why, but the moment just seemed to call for it.
  

Chapter Twenty-Two

Peel Away the Skin and We’re All Quite Similar
 

The New Mexico sun beat down like a high-voltage heat lamp, warming up all the thousands of beings locked behind the tall chain-link fences. At first those from Foo were pretty patient, waiting calmly behind the fences for someone to tell them when they would be free. But as the scene became more and more crowded and the day got hotter and hotter, nits, cogs, and other beings began to lose it. There was hollering and shoving, and over the past few minutes the chain-link fences seemed in danger of being pulled down.

Still, despite all the anxiety and unknowing, the stream of refugees continued to flow up and out of Blue Hole Lake.

The Dearth was currently tucked away in the scuba shop waiting for the president of the United States to make a visit. Ezra, Dennis, General Lank, six guards, two other generals, the ambassador from France, a Mexican liaison, and a doctor who was currently examining the Dearth were waiting with him.

Dr. Nook listened to the Dearth’s chest with his stethoscope. He moved the stethoscope around and then looked into the Dearth’s ear with a small light. Dr. Nook then took a pen from his pocket and jabbed it into his own leg.

“What the heck?” General Lank said.

Dr. Nook moaned, “Oww.”

“What are you doing?” Ezra hollered.

“I thought I might be dreaming,” Dr. Nook said. “I mean, a toothpick that’s alive, and now this person with the feet growing into the ground who has no heartbeat or pulse . . . or blood, for that matter.”

“He’s from Foo,” Elton explained.

“Amazing,” Dr. Nook said. “He will need to be further studied.”

“Now?” the Dearth asked mildly. “I have been most patient with all this, but I think it is about time you let me and those who have come go free. We were told that America was the land of the free.”

“That might be,” General Lank said. “But we just can’t let a couple hundred thousand aliens start wandering around the desert.”

“Aliens?” the Dearth said, bothered.

“You know,” General Lank said. “The Reality-challenged.”

“Stop being so nice to him,” Ezra barked. “I know we’re waiting for that bulb-headed president of yours to come here and tell us nothing we don’t already know, but you don’t have to treat this dirt clod so gently.”

The Dearth laughed as if Ezra were joking.

“I think what Ezra’s trying to say is that our feelings have changed,” Dennis informed them all.

“What?” Elton asked.

“Ezra and I have talked,” Dennis said. “We’re being fooled.”

“Fooled?” General Lank said.

“This old man sits here saying nice things and winking, and we’re falling for it,” Dennis said. “While he winks, all those he has brought with him are getting restless. They’re planning something.”

“Excuse me,” the Dearth said, half smiling. “I don’t understand.”

“Stop it,” Ezra yelled. “You come here with your accent and sweater and mustache and figure that all these dolts are going to just gobble you up. Well, they might, but I’m not.”

Ezra leapt across the room and landed on the Dearth’s nose. He pulled and pulled, as if the Dearth’s face were a mask and he was about to expose it.

“Ah-ha!” Ezra screamed while pulling.

The Dearth patted Ezra away, and the tiny toothpick flew across the room and landed in front of Dennis’s right foot. Ezra stood up on the ground and turned back to look at the Dearth.

“That was a dumb move, older man,” Ezra seethed.

The small, angry toothpick stood still. He closed his single eye and raised his hands as if marshalling his power. Then he waved his arms and opened his eye. A tiny wave of light radiated from it, expanding rapidly as it moved up and across the room. The wriggling glow reached the Dearth’s head and washed over him.

The Dearth began to cough and sputter. He bent over, grasping at his own stomach in pain. As he looked back up, his once-friendly face began to melt away. His eyes dripped down onto his cheeks, his nose melted to his chin, and his ears slid down the side of his neck.

“What the . . .” General Lank said, backing up.

A black ooze ran down his forehead, but when the Dearth reached up to try to make things right, all he managed to do was to get his chin stuck to his hand. He pulled his chin away.

Five seconds later there was no sign of the kind elderly gentleman. There was nothing but a huge pile of black that was writhing and stretching. The Dearth opened his large, sticky mouth and screamed.

“Shoot it!” General Lank said.

The six guards pulled their pistols and immediately began to unload into the Dearth. The bullets shot into the dark tar but did no damage. The Dearth just laughed.

“Smother him!” Ezra yelled.

Two of the guards jumped onto the Dearth. One tried to choke him at the neck while the other wrapped his arms around the back of the Dearth and squeezed.

The Dearth shook, and hundreds of thin strings of sticky black shot out from him and wrapped around the two unlucky guards. The Dearth then began to sink down into the soil beneath him.

“Stop him,” General Lank yelled. “Stop him!”

“How?” one of the guards screamed back.

The Dearth sank even lower into the dirt floor, dragging the two soldiers with him. Ezra shot off from the floor and pierced the Dearth’s torso. He flew out the back of the Dearth and slammed up against the far wall.

Dennis stood up, watching helplessly with the others as the Dearth disappeared beneath the soil with the two soldiers. Everyone just stood there dumbfounded. Suddenly, a thick root of rubbery blackness shot up like a snake. It flew across the room and jabbed itself into Elton’s stomach. The blackness took a bite into Elton’s belly, shook, and then retracted into the soil. Elton clutched his stomach and fell to the ground moaning.

General Lank grabbed a phone as two soldiers ran to Elton’s side.

“I told you so,” Ezra seethed.

“Yes, sir,” General Lank said to someone on the phone. “No, we have a real problem. Really?”

Ezra jumped back to Dennis and took a few moments to berate him for doing nothing.

“There was nothing to do,” Dennis argued.

“What a nub you are,” Ezra yelled.

General Lank hung up the phone.

“What now?” Dennis asked.

“The president will be here shortly,” Lank said. “And the Eiffel Tower just got up and walked away.”

“It’s going to get worse,” Ezra yelled, “now that the Dearth’s in the soil.”

“What do you suggest?” General Lank asked.

“I suggest you lock up Elton there, and then shoot everybody you currently have captured behind those fences.”

General Lank laughed uncomfortably.

“What are you laughing about?” Ezra asked.

“You’re serious?” the general said.

“As a decapitation,” Ezra screamed. “The Dearth took a bite out of Elton and is now in the soil. Even as you stand here, he’s wriggling about and spreading out. In fact, right now he’s probably whispering to every soul that will listen behind those fences, commanding them to start taking their own freedom a little more seriously.”

“Ha,” General Lank laughed. “My troops built those fences themselves.”

“You’re a fool,” Ezra laughed back. “It would take only a couple dozen of those from Foo to push those fences down. And once they see it’s possible, they’ll all follow—”

“Shut up,” General Lank interrupted.

“Excuse me,” Dennis and Ezra said together.

“I can’t think,” General Lank said.

“That’s obvious,” Ezra growled.

“We keep this a secret,” General Lank insisted. “Until the president arrives, we make no mention of losing the Dearth.”

“You seem to believe the president has some control over all of this,” Dennis said calmly. “I believe it’s time you start thinking a totally different way.”

Ezra almost looked proud.

“This Dearth,” a soldier asked, “how far can he go?”

“According to what I read on Dennis’s head two days ago,” Ezra answered, “he can move just about anywhere there is soil or sand. He can even move under oceans if there is dirt. You can go ahead and keep it a secret, but I guarantee that it won’t be a secret to those who he will first start messing with.”

General Lank’s red face looked like it was going to explode. He swore, making it clear that he would rather be anyplace other than where he was at the moment.

Unfortunately for him, it was about to get much worse.
  

Chapter Twenty-Three

Fuzzy
 

Everyone’s forgotten something at some point in their lives. Many have forgotten their keys; some have forgotten where they parked their cars; and a man with a really crooked back and a greasy forehead forgot to meet with me last Tuesday to give me the rest of the notes I needed about Foo. In the eternal scheme of things, his mistake is far more bothersome than simply forgetting where you placed your keys. We had to meet later, in a dark cave where it was hard to see clearly and it strained my eyes to look over the papers he was delivering. Of course, it was so dark that he didn’t notice that I paid him considerably less than agreed upon.

Win-win.

But the worst thing a person can forget is another person or friend. There’s nothing more uncomfortable than meeting people who claim to know you, but you can’t remember a thing about them. Such was the case, and then some, with Winter and Lilly. Lilly had been Winter’s sycophant many years before, and she had been set free when Winter went to Reality. Since then, Winter had lost all memory of her earlier life in Foo and of Lilly, and had no knowledge of how Lilly had become remarkably bitter and destructive.

Now, as Lilly began to see the light, Winter still had no recollection of the small friend she had loved for many years.

Winter held the white sycophant out in front of her and looked her over.

“You look different,” Lilly said. “But the same.”

Winter smiled as if she had been instructed to.

“You don’t remember me at all, do you?” Lilly said softly.

“I don’t,” Winter said sadly. “I’m so sorry.”

Winter was leaning against the trunk of the bare tree on the grassy knoll. Geth, Phoebe, Rast, and Brindle had walked off to give Winter and Lilly some much-needed catching-up time. From where they were now all sitting, it was hard to imagine the rest of Foo falling apart. The weather was cool, and a breeze filled with the scent of tavel wound though the air like a ribbon of caramel. A strong Lore Coil rippled across the scene, announcing the birth of a sycophant named Sunrise.

“I wish I could remember,” Winter said. “It’s maddening sometimes.”

“Don’t worry,” Lilly said submissively. “I remember you.”

“I know I had to set you aside,” Winter said. “Geth told me that. I’m sure I must have been sad about that.”

“I was angry,” Lilly admitted. “And I still don’t understand everything, but I’ve seen now what you were trying to stop. I should have understood how important it was—seeing all those sycophants floating in the water and watching everyone tear apart our land. My anger was misplaced.”

Three huge rovens flew overhead. One was carrying a large trunk in its talons and the other two were screaming at each other.

“So you’re my sycophant?”

Lilly bowed. “You’ll get used to me again. Having a sycophant can be an adjustment, but we’re made to make things better.”

“You know, it’s weird,” Winter smiled. “I’ve kind of always felt like I had a sycophant because of Clover.”

“Clover?” Lilly asked, the hair on the back of her neck sticking up.

“Leven’s sycophant.”

“Leven’s sycophant is named Clover?”

Winter nodded.

“You could leave me,” Lilly said. “I realize now how wrong I was. I have thought of nobody but myself, while you did just the opposite.”

“You know, there have been moments . . .” Winter smiled.

“Moments?” Lilly asked.

“Where I thought it would have been nice to have my own sycophant,” Winter admitted. “And a girl one at that.”

Lilly’s pink eyes widened to the size of pool balls.

“I mean, I love Clover,” Winter said. “But his taste in . . . well, just about everything is pretty much the opposite of mine.”

“You mean it?” Lilly asked.

“I guess I do,” Winter replied. “But—you know I’m going to Reality. It’s not your responsibility to go with me.”

“I’d love to make up some time,” Lilly begged. “It scares me, though.”

“Really?” Winter asked.

“Foo was not meant to mix with Reality,” Lilly said soberly. “My people were supposed to be the last and final stand.”

“I think somehow you and I were involved in giving them the key,” Winter said.

“I was,” Lilly admitted. “I took it to punish everyone.”

“I was told I buried it to hide it from you,” Winter informed her. “Then Leven found it. So let’s just say it’s Leven’s fault.”

Lilly let out a sigh four times bigger than her actual body. “Thanks, Winter.”

“You know, I’ll probably call you Clover by accident a lot,” Winter informed her.

“Sycophants are not supposed to grow attached to their names anyhow.”

Winter reached out, and Lilly jumped onto her arm. “You’re lighter than Clover.”

“What a nice thing to say,” Lilly smiled. She then flipped up the hood of her small white robe and disappeared.

“Should we get Geth?” Winter asked.

Lilly giggled.

“And Phoebe?” Winter added.

“I guess, but what’s with those two?” Lilly asked.

“I know, tell me about it.”

Winter smiled.
  

Chapter Twenty-Four

It’s Raining Confused Men
 

The glass path was wide and dirty, and thick runs of red grass grew between the shattered shards. Plus, the right side of the path was beginning to be pushed up by growing tree roots. There were far more ruins on this side of the wall than Leven and Clover had passed earlier. Large castles were now nothing but weathered mounds of stone and growth. A row of seven small shops lined the path near an empty fountain filled with dirt. The shops were missing windows and doors, and the roofs of most of them had completely collapsed.

“What is all of this?” Leven asked. “Who lived here?”

“Who knows?” Clover said. “But, if you remember the history of Foo, it used to all be one big land mass with Alder at the center. These ruins are from a long time ago.”

“I don’t understand them,” Leven said. “They look dead, but there is a feeling of life, as if the beings who once lived here still do.”

“That’s crazy,” Clover said.

They checked the shops for any signs of life and then kept walking right through town. The glass path got even wider as it led to a small outdoor amphitheater with a covered stage up front and thick granite seats circling the other half. Fish and bird fossils were visible in the stone that was used for the seating. Leven could see the bones of small creatures and other long-dead animals. Two trees had burst through sections of the seats, and the stage was covered with moss-layered mounds of stone. Leven jumped down from the top ledge onto the upper row of seating.

“Cool,” Leven said sincerely. “This must have been quite the place back in the day.”

Leven hopped down another two rows and stopped to look around. From inside the amphitheater he could look out and see some of the houses and castles that had made up the town whose inhabitants had once lived and performed here.

Now it was nothing but a stone ghost town.

“Where does a person get something to eat around here?” Clover asked. He hopped off of Leven’s shoulder and began jumping down the wide seats. Clover spotted a small bird fossil in the stone and scurried over to it. “Hey, look at—”

Blammt.

From out of nowhere a large, floppy body in a black robe fell from the sky and landed on Clover. Clover scurried to crawl out from under the moaning body as quickly as possible.

“What the—”

Whonnnt.

Another body smacked down two feet from Leven. Leven looked up at the gray sky and then ran to the aid of the individual who had just dropped in. He grabbed the being by the shoulder and turned him over. Leven was expecting to see someone he recognized, some person or being that he had unfinished business with, but it was just a very old man.

Dloopt.

Another being tumbled from above and onto the stone benches.

“What’s going on?” Clover yelled as the sky opened up and body after body came crashing down. One landed on Leven and pinned him to the stone seating. Another landed on Leven’s ankles, making it almost impossible for him to get up. Two came crashing down by Clover, but the small sycophant was able to dodge both blows.

Leven heaved the first body to the side and pushed the other one off of his ankles so he could stand up. “We should find cover,” he called to Clover as two more bodies rained down.

“Where?” Clover asked as another black-robed old man landed facedown directly in front of him. Clover pulled out an old umbrella from his void. He popped it open just as another robed being crashed down onto it.

Leven checked the sky and then leaned down and propped the old man up, pushing back the hood of his robe so he could see him better. The old man moaned and opened his eyes.

For the moment the rain had stopped.

“Who are you?” Leven asked.

“Where am I?” the man demanded.

“I’m not sure,” Leven said. “Who are you?”

“Syarm,” he replied, looking around. “I am a Sochemist. I demand to know where we are.”

The other old men began to sit up and check themselves for bruises and bumps. A couple hollered out to one another.

They had all survived the fall.

There were twenty-four of them altogether, and they wore heavy black robes and had gray hair that was either receding or gone. Around each of their necks was a thick leather band that extended into a strap attaching to the wrist on the left arm. Their right wrists were covered with gold bands of material.

“Where are we?” Syarm asked again.

“You’re on the island of Alder,” Leven answered.

“Alder?” They all began to chatter and moan.

“I’ve formed an opinion,” a short man announced. “We are on the island of Alder. All those who agree say aye.”

“Aye,” all the others cheered.

“Are you together?” Leven asked.

A really tall old man in a black robe stood up and raised his right hand. “We are the Sochemists.”

“From Morfit?” Clover asked, putting his bent umbrella back into his void.

The old Sochemist glanced down at Clover. “Typically we pay no attention to sycophants, but yes.”

“Why are you here?” Leven answered.

“I have an opinion,” Syarm said. “We were deciphering and translating a new batch of Lore Coils when, next thing I knew, I was falling from the sky.”

“For the record,” another Sochemist said, “let it be known that no Sochemist has ever traveled to Alder. All those in agreement say aye.”

“Aye.”

After they had dusted themselves off, they huddled together and whispered at one another. The whispering was soft and sober, as if the very next thing one of them said might possibly save them all. They debated what to say and what to ask and finally came up with something.

“We’re curious as to who you are,” Syarm wondered. Two of the other Sochemists patted Syarm on the back for expressing himself so clearly.

“I’m Leven Thumps,” Leven answered.

The Sochemists went wild with the announcement—two fell backwards, one fell forward, and three gasped like timid women who had just seen a huge mouse. They righted themselves, huddled, and conversed.

“You’re the Want?” Syarm finally asked.

Leven smiled. “I am.”

They began to moan and chatter again. One started to cry, and another pulled his robe up over his head and curled up into a small, rocking ball. Yet another bravely reached out and touched Leven.

“Why are we here?” Syarm asked.

“I can’t say for sure,” Leven said. “Did we ever have any unfinished business?”

The Sochemists huddled and fiercely began to shout and yell at one another. “Unfinished business?” “He moves to the oldest tree.” “How dare . . .” “The Want promised we would be done with . . .” “It wasn’t his promise.” “It is the end.”

Leven held up his hand. “Be quiet!”

They shut up.

“What promise did my grandfather make to you?”

The fattest Sochemist stepped forward. “I have an opinion.”

“Great, what is it?” Leven asked impatiently.

“Your grandfather promised to bring an end to us. He thought we were moved by darkness when he himself was touched in the head.”

“You do confuse a lot of people,” Leven pointed out.

They talked amongst themselves for three minutes and then Syarm spoke. “We disagree.”

“I’m pretty certain people can think for themselves,” Leven said.

“Foo would fall without us,” the Sochemist shouted.

“Foo is falling because of people like you.”

They huddled again. “We’ve yet to make a mistake,” Syarm finally announced.

Leven just stared at them. “Who gave Sabine power?”

They all cleared their throats.

“Who eliminated the whisps, okayed the slaying of siids, allowed Jamoon to work with metal, used the Ring of Plague to support your agenda?”

“How do you—”

“Who buried and arranged the end of the lithens?”

“We serve because we care,” Syarm said flatly. “Perhaps if the people worked harder.”

“Really?” Leven asked in disbelief. “You make the rules and laws, create the stories, and spread the news that pleases only you.”

The Sochemists all nodded, looking proud.

“Wow,” Leven said sarcastically.

They huddled again, and then Syarm spoke: “Thank you.”

Leven looked down at Clover and shrugged. “What do I do?”

“They seem slightly nuts,” Clover said. “Maybe you’re supposed to kill them.”

“No way,” Leven said. “I’m not killing a bunch of old men I’ve never even met before.”

“Try telling them you love them,” Clover suggested. “It worked with Amelia.”

“You’re absolutely no help,” Leven sighed.

“Why are they your problem?” Clover asked.

“Geth did say they were part of the reason everything is so unbalanced,” Leven reminded him. “And if my grandfather promised they’d come to an end, I guess I have to help finish them up.”

Leven turned back to the Sochemists, who were still huddled together, debating all the reasons why none of the things that were going on in Foo should be blamed on them.

“Listen,” Leven said. “I’m not sure what my connection to you is, but I know that there’s something unfinished.”

Syarm raised his hand. “I have an opinion.”

Leven rubbed his forehead.

“My knees hurt,” Syarm said. “And the weight of my body is pulling me down. All in favor of a brief reprieve say aye.”

“Aye.”

All the Sochemists began to lie down on the stone seating. They moaned and creaked as they tried to make themselves comfortable on the hard surface.

“A nap?” Leven snapped. “Fate dumps you down on me so that you can just take a nap? You’re useless. I thought age brought wisdom.”

Three of the Sochemists were already snoring.

“Look,” Clover pointed.

The fattest Sochemist was asleep and slowly beginning to bleed into the stone he was resting on. His legs faded in first, then his head, and finally his torso. In under twenty seconds the fat Sochemist was nothing but a fossil in the stone. Two more started to fade.

“Should we wake them?” Clover asked.

“No way,” Leven said.

Three more blended into the stone.

“Is this what normally happens?” Clover asked.

“How would I know?” Leven said. “I’ve never studied the sleeping habits of Sochemists.”

The remaining Sochemists were waning, meshing into the stone like butter into warm potatoes. Syarm was the last to go. He opened his eyes as his body became one with the stone. He blinked, yawned, and then froze, becoming nothing but a fossil.

Leven looked around. He was now surrounded by the fossilized images of all twenty-four Sochemists. Like a carpet being rolled out, a thick layer of purple covered the sky, and the smaller sun jiggled just a bit.

“To be honest,” Clover said, “they look much better like this. Did you see the chin on that one? It was all floppy, and now it’s just a line. Of course, I don’t think I would want to sit on any of these seats now.”

“I’m worried,” Leven said.

“Why?” Clover asked. “Those guys will never be able to bother anyone again. No more locust messages and new Lore Coil laws. Maybe Morfit will lighten up. Remember how dark that place was?”

“I’m not worried about the Sochemists,” Leven said. “I’m worried about ever getting where I’m supposed to be. If they were unfinished business, there could be almost anything up ahead.”

“You think more now that you’re the Want,” Clover said, hopping onto Leven’s right shoulder. “What direction are we going?”

Leven pointed to the path of glass.

“Then all we need to do is walk,” Clover said simply. “Who cares what’s next—as long as there’s the possibility of some food.”

“We don’t even know that,” Leven pointed out.

“It’s fun to pretend,” Clover said.

Leven climbed up the amphitheater seats, got back on the path, and left the stone ghost town for good.
  

Chapter Twenty-Five

Picking Yourself Out in a Lineup
 

The population of the world is somewhere around six point four billion. That number is so large that it really is hard to comprehend. Let’s see if this helps: If you took six point four billion ferrets and laid them end to end, you’d probably hear from some animal rights group and be sued for six billion dollars for being mean to ferrets.

Six point four billion is a huge number.

Of course, it seemed as if all six point four billion people were now gathered in Santa Rosa, New Mexico, and that wasn’t including the population of Foo—the hundreds of thousands of refugees that had now successfully worked through the waterway and climbed into Reality. The highways were clogged, the skies were filled with helicopters and jets, and the sounds of engines and voices and sirens and tanks permeated the surroundings. There were thousands of RVs, dozens of news crews, hundreds of black limos containing hundreds of important people from all over the world, and two women with the exact same name, Ethel Lynn Lundburg, wearing the exact same outfit, who had never met before. What were the odds?

About one in six point four billion.

General Lank paced back and forth in one of the tents as Ezra slept on his pop-can throne and Dennis sat on a cot thinking. The steady stream of beings was still continuing, and all over the world the attacks by the buglike sarus and tornadolike telts were increasing. On the small TV in the corner of the tent, the news was reporting a herd of avalands that had been tearing up farms in Canada and a building that had walked into a nearby lake. In addition to the Eiffel Tower getting up and walking off, so had one of the pyramids and the Leaning Tower of Pisa. And as of an hour ago, large parts of the Great Wall of China were wriggling toward Mongolia.

General Lank stopped and looked down at a chart he had rolled out over a metal table. Other officials, including a jittery and sweaty Elton Thumps, were looking over the chart and talking on phones and radios. By now most of the world knew that telts could be destroyed with water, sarus hated fire, and avalands could be stopped by stone barricades. But even with that new knowledge, stopping these things was not easy. And now the U.S. military held in captivity things like black skeletons and rants and cogs and all manner of odd beings. To make matters worse, the Dearth had escaped and those in captivity were growing restless. Plus, the entire world was looking for answers, and so far the things that had crawled out of Blue Hole had only offered up more questions.

“We have doctors and scientists looking over the creatures,” General Lank said into his phone. “No, so far there has been no real aggression. But I can’t promise calm forever. There has been some protest over our examining them.”

Dennis stood up. He walked over and looked down at the chart. General Lank snapped his phone shut and turned his attention to Dennis.

“Tell us something,” General Lank said. “Anything.”

“My head’s so clear,” Dennis said.

“Good for you,” Elton snapped. “Mine’s not. I say you send me in, general.”

“There are still so many coming out,” Lank replied.

“So what? I can push through,” Elton argued. “I have been studying Foo for my whole adult life. It’s time I see it for myself. America has to be the first to claim that land. I have to get in there.”

“Who would you take?”

“Give me six men,” Elton said. “Or give me none. I don’t care. We’ll be going against the current of refugees, but we can make it. We’ll also be able to see if our equipment functions. If our radios and phones work, it will make things a lot different.”

“I would wait,” Dennis advised.

“No offense,” Elton said dismissively, “but you’re not being asked for your opinion.”

“But my head’s so clear,” Dennis said again. “For the first time I think I can really see what is happening.”

“What’s happening?” General Lank said.

“All the messages from Sabine that have run across my brain and body for so long are clear.”

Everyone just stared at Dennis.

“It’s not good,” he finally said. “They are planning to take over our world.”

“What?” General Lank barked.

“See?” Elton snapped. “I must go in. I have to go in.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” General Lank asked Elton. “You look horrible.”

“I’m fine,” Elton insisted. “My stomach hurts a little from being bitten, but I have to get in there.”

“It’s not that easy,” Dennis argued. “The Dearth is already here. Why would—”

“Let me see the opening,” General Lank interrupted. “If there’s any slowing of those coming through, I’ll send you in. Meanwhile, we need to resecure the fences and keep our troops on high alert.”

General Lank strode out of the tent with an agitated Elton right behind him. Dennis picked up the sleeping Ezra and followed them. They walked through the troops and approached Blue Hole from the right side.

A whole family of cogs were currently climbing out of the empty lake, their orange foreheads and blue hands looking even more predominant in reality. They were crying and cheering and waving their blue hands.

Ezra slowly climbed up onto Dennis’s left shoulder. He yawned and cursed the fact that even with everything going on he was still bored.

Two dozen rants clambered over the lake’s edge. They were jumping and hollering and marveling over the feeling of Reality.

“Where’s the bloodshed I was promised?” Ezra said to Dennis.

“You were never promised bloodshed,” Dennis said.

“You have no idea what I promised myself,” Ezra seethed. “Now, who can I set on fire?”

“You can’t just set someone on fire,” Dennis said.

“Wanna bet?” Ezra waved, and Elton Thumps was suddenly in flames.

Elton fell to the ground screaming and rolled himself out quickly as a nearby soldier patted him down. Elton stood back up slowly, his hair and eyebrows still smoking slightly.

“What was that?” General Lank asked.

Elton was glaring at Ezra.

“What?” Ezra said. “I needed to win a bet.”

“You’d better knock that stuff off,” Dennis whispered to Ezra.

“Why?”

“Because there’s—”

“Who’s that?” Ezra interrupted, pointing to a small group of beings climbing out of the lake.

The people being pointed at were two women and a man. The women were beautiful, both with long, flowing hair and deep-set eyes. They were wearing red robes and looking around in wonder. The man was tall and strong-looking, with long, dark blond hair. He was smiling as if he were completely happy with everything.

“The women are beautiful,” Dennis whispered.

“This isn’t the prom,” Ezra roared. “I’m talking about the man. General, bring them over.”

General Lank ordered two soldiers to intercept the trio of people.

“What’s the matter?” Dennis asked Ezra.

Ezra was standing on Dennis’s ear and shaking. “Can’t you see it?”

“See what?”

“It’s like looking into a mirror,” Ezra seethed.

Dennis’s eyes widened and he took a better look. “That’s Geth?”

“Hot smack,” Ezra cheered. “Thank goodness I sharpened my leg this morning.”

“Are you sure?” Dennis asked.

“I’ve never been more certain of anything,” Ezra quivered. “Now, flick me.”

Dennis reached up and grabbed Ezra. He placed him between his thumb and forefinger. “Ready?”

“I’ve waited my whole life for this moment.”

“You’ve only been alive a short while,” Dennis reminded him.

“I can’t believe I hang out with you,” Ezra growled.

Dennis flicked Ezra as hard as he could.
  

Chapter Twenty-Six

And the Walls Came Tumbling Down
 

Most everything fades—photographs, favorite shirts, hair. Many things that are bright and vibrant today will be muted and dull tomorrow. Even the things that seem still are fading. Memories fade. I remember . . . well, it’ll come to me. Feelings fade. How many times have you been angry because somebody sold you a low-security secret at a high-security price? Only to have your feelings of betrayal fade away after that person is eaten by a shark while trying to escape the country.

Like I said, feelings fade.

Sometimes, recognizing that something familiar has faded is not easy. Those nice blue jeans you’re wearing don’t look so stiff and new when they’re held up to a brand-new pair. And that clear, shiny whisp that you’ve been hanging out with for the last few days just might not look as shiny when you hold her up to the light of Reality.

The point is, Janet was fading.

“Are you all right?” Tim asked Janet.

“Fine,” she replied, standing as close to Osck as she could.

The day was growing increasingly warm, and all four of them were crowded together in the large parking lot that had been fenced off. They were near the Porta Potties and behind the temporary first aid station. Tim was sweating profusely; his thinning hair was wet with perspiration. Tim fanned himself. “I miss Swig,” he admitted.

A group of frustrated cogs shoved Tim and Osck as they tried to move by.

“Watch yourself,” Osck said as one cog walked right through Janet.

“I’m not about to take orders from an echo,” the cog said. “And I’m certainly not going to step around a whisp.”

The cogs walked off laughing.

“It’s so hot,” Tim complained. “How long can they keep us here?”

“We can’t last here much longer,” Azure said weakly from beneath the hood of his robe.

Two nits who were fighting with each other ran into a large, overheated rant. The rant picked up one of the nits, cursed loudly, and then threw the nit into a line of beings waiting for the Porta Potty. Two soldiers grabbed the rant while others tried to help those who had been knocked down.

“This is bad,” Tim said.

“What do you mean?” Janet asked.

“It’s so hot and crowded. And Swig said that black skeletons and rants weren’t designed to be cooped up with each other.”

An official-looking military person was talking through a bullhorn, ordering everyone to stay calm.

Osck leaned over and put his hands on his knees.

“Are you okay?” Tim asked.

“I feel weak,” Osck said. “Like after a long night with no reflection. What are the large creatures up above us?”

Tim looked up. “Helicopters.”

“There’s so much metal,” Osck said. “Is there killing?”

Tim nodded.

“That beast there,” Osck pointed to a tank outside the fence. “It looks immovable.”

“It’s a tank,” Tim said, wiping his forehead. “And they can actually move quite quickly.”

“I thought we’d be free,” Osck said with a touch of panic in his normally stable voice. “Azure, you said we’d be free.” Osck reached out and touched Azure on the shoulder.

Azure shook as long black strings whipped up from the soil and wrapped around him. It happened so quickly Tim could barely register it. Azure screamed and cried, his expression that of someone who knew better and was now getting his comeuppance. The black strands yanked Azure downward into the soil. Tim tried to grab Azure’s arm, but it was no use.

“I was so wrong,” Azure said as he was pulled completely under the soil.

Tim and Osck and Janet just stood there looking at the ground. A few others who had seen it happen looked on as well.

“Where’d he go?” Osck asked.

“The Dearth,” Tim answered.

Janet shivered.

“We gotta get out of here,” Osck said. “I feel like I’m fading. And look at the other echoes. Something is very wrong.”

Tim looked around. All over, echoes were pulsating, their bright color fading in and out. Osck grabbed the fence near him and began to shake it. It rattled and swayed, but it wasn’t until a couple of dozen other beings joined him that things really began to move. The tall fence teetered and rocked—and then in one smooth motion it tipped over, crashing down on top of tanks and soldiers.

The crowd cheered and swarmed the fence, scrambling up and over the tanks and soldiers trapped underneath.

Tim ran with the crowd, afraid to stand still and be trampled. “Stick with me, Osck!” he called over his shoulder.

Osck ran right behind Tim as they scurried up over the downed fence and into another parking lot filled with soldiers who now had their weapons out and were pointing them in their direction.

A huge rant knocked down a soldier and screamed triumphantly. That seemed to be all that was needed for everyone to forgo every ounce of restraint they had ever had. Fences from all over were pushed down as thousands of beings from Foo made it their business to free themselves.

The sound of shots being fired echoed off the pavement as megaphones screamed for everyone to please calm down. A troop of black skeletons tore apart a temporary shelter and were shot at with canisters of tear gas. The gas did nothing to the skeletons but make their bones shinier and their minds angrier.

Four rants mowed down a couple of soldiers and stole their rifles. One of the rants then accidentally shot himself, not knowing which end of the rifle was dangerous. The poor being fell to the ground moaning and was picked up and carried off by a chanting crowd of angry Foovians.

A tank fired a shot, taking out three small cogs who had been running.

“Keep moving!” Tim screamed. “Over behind those short trees.”

Osck ran as fast as he could, stumbling with every other step and constantly turning around to make sure Janet was still there. “It’s so hot here. My feet feel like they are falling apart.”

“Keep going!” Tim yelled unsympathetically. “We’re going to be trampled.”

A huge purple bolt of light shot out across the sky as if heaven were shaking out a tablecloth, and birds began to drop from the air, flopping down against the ground.

“What’s happening?” Tim yelled.

The ground shook, and then, as if the earth had slid off its axis, the whole landscape seemed to tilt, sending everyone to their knees.

“This is Reality?” Osck yelled to Tim as he got back on his feet.

“Normally it’s calmer,” Tim replied.

More fences came down as every Foovian who had come through the tunnels joined the movement to be free. The ground shook and the sky began to pulsate.

Soldiers didn’t know whether to shoot at those escaping or run for their own lives. As most of them were trying to make up their minds, millions of thin black strings shot from the ground and began to wrap themselves around anything they could grab.

“It’s the Dearth,” Janet cried.

“Find a car,” Tim yelled.

“What’s a car?” Osck screamed back.

“Over there!” Tim pointed through the crowd to a blue jeep about a hundred yards away.

When they reached the jeep, they found the doors locked, but the windows were broken. Tim reached inside and unlocked the door. Osck crawled through the back window and took a seat next to Janet.

“Let’s see if I can do this.”

Tim was not a criminal. He was a garbage man with a great brain who had read a lot of books in his lifetime. Fortunately for the travelers, one that he had read and remembered dealt with what to do in an emergency—for example, if you were stuck in the woods and had lost your car keys. How would you get your vehicle started?

Tim reached down, pulled out some wires, twisted two of them and connected another, and the car roared to life. He took the briefest moment to smile proudly before throwing the jeep into drive and slamming his right foot down on the gas. The car bucked and then shot forward like a horse that had been stung in the rear. Tim plowed over a fallen fence, almost taking the life of a cog who was foolishly running for his life directly in front of the car.

Tim swerved and moved around the crowds of beings, finding brief open spots to drive on. He spun around a tank that was just sitting there and then headed for the far side of Blue Hole Lake, hoping that most people were going the other way. There were fewer people but more short, ugly trees and old houses.

Tim smashed a chicken coop and drove right through an empty garage that was attached to an old adobe house. He wound between the few houses, taking out mailboxes and trash cans and anything in his way. He worried for a moment that someone might be chasing him, but Santa Rosa, New Mexico, was one big, chaotic mess and there was no way, short of a miracle, that it would ever be anything else.

The world was officially off balance.
  

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Way to Worship
 

Sometimes we underestimate the impact we have on other people’s lives. Everybody living, no matter how miserable his or her life may be or how glorious each day is, makes an impact on others.

Sometimes the impact is obvious.

Perhaps you’re a plastic surgeon and you give someone a really big nose. That stands out; it is pretty clear what impact you had on that person’s life. But sometimes the impact is less obvious—like when someone suggests a certain breakfast cereal and it lowers your cholesterol ten points. I mean, who’s going to know unless you tell them? And sometimes you meet people so briefly, but in that brief moment they say or do something that sticks with you, and although you may never meet them again, your life is changed permanently because of it.

The journey to the oldest tree is not an easy one. In fact, it’s quite challenging and draining on a person, because you never really know how much unfinished business might be lurking in the form of people you’ve somehow influenced. In the history of Foo, only a handful have ever walked through the ruins of what Foo once was and faced the things they had never finished. It’s almost impossible to know who you might meet along the way or what bit of your past might be waiting up ahead to jump or drain you.

And that’s before you ever even see the tree.

There were no pictures of the oldest tree, not even drawings, because so few had ever seen it—and those who had weren’t exactly the type of people who were going to make postcards and sell them.

Of course, in the beginning, there were many who witnessed the tree. It was the center of Foo and of all activity. Great buildings and cities were built up around it. Many of the dreams that came in back then swirled through its branches and received inspiration from it. But as Foo changed, and as even the slightest imbalance occurred, fewer and fewer saw or experienced the tree. Towns and cities went to ruin as Alder eventually broke off and became an island in the center of the Lime Sea, a place only the Waves had access to. A place most of Foo could conveniently forget about.

Leven steadied himself—it felt as if the entire island of Alder was sliding around in the Lime Sea.

“What’s going on?” Leven asked.

“I thought you were just walking funny,” Clover replied.

“No more dreams?” Leven said. “And the ground’s moving? And look at the color of the sky.”

“Black’s technically not a color,” Clover said.

The bushes and trees were so thick that Leven had to stop every few feet and look for a clear place to step. He could still see bits of the glass trail under all the growth, but it was almost impossible to walk a straight line.

“Isn’t it noon?” Leven asked.

Clover stared at him.

“Lunchtime?” Leven clarified.

“Feels like it,” Clover complained.

“What’s the deal with the sky being so dark?”

“It’ll lighten up,” Clover said. “It just looks like the suns are a bit confused. See, here comes one.”

In the far sky the small sun rose up, as if peeking to see how bad things were. The light spread out across Alder and touched the path they were standing on.

“There,” Leven pointed. “Look at that!”

In front of them a good way off stood a large chapel made completely out of wood. Its towers and roofs were ornate and massive. It was boxed in by trees, and there were bushes and branches shooting out of the windows and roof. Leven walked as quickly as he could, jumping over fallen trees and thick bushes. By the time he reached the chapel, he was short of breath. He looked up at it and walked around slowly.

“Wow,” Leven said quietly. “I would have loved to see this thing years ago before it was so weathered.” He made a complete circuit around the building and then climbed the seven steps up to the closed front doors.

“Are we going inside?” Clover asked.

“I am.”

“What do you think is inside?”

“From the look of the windows, probably just bushes and trees.”

Clover disappeared, and Leven reached out and tried the knob. The door was locked. Leven pulled out his kilve and slammed it down on the doorknob. The door made a snapping sound and then swung open, squealing as it moved.

Leven stuck his head inside.

The large chapel was completely overgrown. It looked like a bird sanctuary that someone had forgotten about and now it was nothing but growth and decay. There were a couple of very large trees that had actually grown so tall they were bursting through the ceiling, and all the windows had bushes around them that were thirsty for light.

Across the chapel, Leven could see what used to be a podium, and an organ with large wooden pipes sat silent.

Leven stepped in and walked carefully across the chapel and through the rows of decaying benches. It was deathly quiet. Even the air seemed to be holding its breath.

“Woooooaaammmmnnnnaaaa.”

The organ played and Leven jumped half his height.

“Who’s there?” Leven hollered.

“It’s just me,” Clover hollered back. “I wanted to see if this worked. Listen.” Clover jumped all over the organ keyboard, making sounds no respectable organist would have approved of. He leapt onto the top keyboard and then bounced his behind down on the keys. It sounded like a circus who couldn’t afford a real organist. The noise bounced off the walls and floors and made it difficult to think straight.

“That’s enough,” Leven called, holding up his hand.

Clover pressed one last note. “Sorry.”

“What do you think this place was?” Leven asked.

“It was a church,” a male voice answered him from behind.

Leven spun around, pulling out his kilve and slicing it through the air.

“No need for that,” the voice said.

Whoever was speaking was sitting in one of the decaying pews and staring straight at Leven. Leven had walked right past him on his way across the chapel.

“Do you remember me?” the voice asked.

“I’m not sure that I do,” Leven said, still pointing his kilve toward him. A tiny ray of light shifted to expose the right side of the dark visitor. Unlike the last time Leven had seen him, he was whole. “Jamoon.”

Jamoon sighed. “There’s no need to fear me. My body hardens even as we speak. My feet are stone and I can feel the rock creeping up my legs. This will be the last place I sit.”

“I don’t understand,” Leven said, walking closer. “What unfinished business do we have? You were dead.”

“You’re right,” Jamoon said. “Dreams have stopped. I suppose us rants are now whole. But what good is it? We will all harden, Foo is crumbling, and I helped make it happen.”

“You had some pretty dark help,” Leven pointed out. “Sabine—and Sabine and you were messed up by the Dearth.”

“Don’t make excuses for me,” Jamoon pleaded. “I know what I did. I suppose that’s why I’m here, to make something right.”

“How did you get here?” Leven asked.

“I was working my way toward death when I was pulled here,” Jamoon said. “When I fell at Morfit, I lay beneath the stones dying for days. As my life finally slipped away, I was stopped— by what, I don’t know—but my fate was on hold until I came here.”

Leven looked down at Jamoon and could see the stone creeping up his neck and beneath his chin.

“I’m sorry I chose the wrong side,” Jamoon said.

“I’ve never needed your apology,” Leven said sincerely. “In all honesty, you always sort of amazed me.”

Jamoon smiled. “You are as remarkable as you were prophesied to be.”

“I only wanted . . .”

The rock crept up Jamoon’s face. His mouth and nose were now stone. He looked at Leven with his wide eyes and then shut them as the stone finished him off. Jamoon now sat there as a statue with closed eyes.

“Do you think that even looks like him?” Clover asked.

“It was him,” Leven said quietly. “You saw.”

“I know, but the stone makes him look like a woman.”

Leven laughed softly.

“I’m just saying that someday someone might stumble upon it and think it’s a statue of a woman and put it out in their garden.”

“And you were complaining about me talking too much?” Leven asked.

Clover disappeared and they left the chapel.

“I feel different,” Leven admitted. “It’s like everyone we run into takes part of me.”

“People can be so selfish.”

“Seriously,” Leven said. “Although maybe what they’re taking are bits I shouldn’t be holding onto anyhow.”

Clover materialized and looked Leven up and down. “You look okay to me.”

Leven walked faster, being careful not to trip over his own feet.
  

Chapter Twenty-Eight

There’s No Repellent Strong Enough
 

Geth had just helped Phoebe up and out of Blue Hole Lake when something small and noisy smacked up against his left shoulder. Whatever it was bounced off and flew into a crowd of female cogs.

“What was that?” Phoebe asked.

“They have really big bugs here,” Geth answered.

“There’re so many people,” Winter moaned.

Geth looked at the thousands and thousands of hot, unsettled, screaming people and strongly suggested to Winter and Phoebe that they still keep themselves hidden.

“You!” A heavy man with a square red face stopped them. “Come with me.”

“Okay,” Geth answered. “But . . .”

Apparently the red-faced man didn’t have time to explain things. He waved frantically at Geth. “Come.”

“What’s this about?” Winter whispered out of the corner of her mouth.

“I have no idea,” Geth replied.

Phoebe was mesmerized by all the cameras and flashbulbs. She stared at a tall reporter with red hair as he frantically clicked off hundreds of shots of her.

“Come on,” Geth insisted.

“What are they doing with those sparkling lights?” Phoebe asked.

“They’re taking your picture,” Winter answered.

“What does that mean?”

“It means that millions of additional people can now drool over you,” Winter explained.

The red-faced man waved at them to get them to run faster. In the distance they could hear crashing noises and the roar of a crazed crowd. The red-faced man stopped and looked in that direction.

“I knew it,” he said, pressing a button on his walkie-talkie.

The sound of a gun going off cracked through the air.

“What was that?” Phoebe asked, plugging her beautiful ears.

“That was a gunshot,” Geth said.

“I’m not sure I like Reality,” she frowned.

The red-faced man seemed to lose interest in them; he stormed off as a tank fired out a shot and more fences started to come down.

“We’ve got to get somewhere safe,” Geth said. “Follow—”

Geth flew backward, landing on his rear and slamming his head against the dirt.

“Geth!” both Phoebe and Winter yelled.

Winter knelt down next to him and tried to pull him up.

“Leave him be,” a voice demanded.

Winter looked at Geth as he lay there. Geth’s eyes were closed, and he wasn’t moving. But there on his forehead, standing as tall as a fancy toothpick could possibly stand, stood Ezra. He was pulsating a muted purple color and had both of his fists up as if ready for a fight. Winter might have been surprised by a talking toothpick if it had not been for the time she had spent carrying Geth around when he was one.

“You must be—” Winter started to say.

But her words were halted by Geth as he sprang up, swiping Ezra into his right hand. Geth slowly opened his fingers and held up his palm. Ezra was not happy—small bits of steam were rising off of his purple tassel.

“You’re Ezra,” Geth said, holding him up close to his face.

“And you’re Geth,” Ezra spat.

Geth wiped the spit from his face with his other hand.

“You did this to me,” Ezra raged. “Took all the pleasant and left me the rage.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Two more tanks fired as the scene became complete anarchy. Dennis finally arrived and stopped to stare at Ezra in Geth’s hand.

“Jealous?” Ezra snapped.

Dennis looked at Geth. “You must be Geth.”

“I am,” Geth answered kindly. “This is Phoebe and Winter.”

Dennis looked at both of them and his bald white head went even paler.

“And this is, and this is, and this is,” Ezra raged. “Who cares who anybody is? The only name that matters is mine because in a few moments you will be dead.”

Ezra leapt from Geth’s palm and slammed his metal leg directly into his forehead. The leg pierced the skin a good inch before Ezra pulled it out. Geth stumbled backwards but was able to pinch Ezra’s tassel and fling him upward. Ezra flew up and then came right back down on Geth, pushing him to the ground and jumping up and down on his chest.
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Geth rolled over, catching Ezra off guard and landing on top of him. All around, guns were going off and fights were breaking out.

“Run,” Geth yelled to Phoebe and Winter. “Go with Dennis and get somewhere safe.”

Geth could feel himself rising from the ground as Ezra lifted him from beneath. Geth began to spin as Ezra twirled him. He spun faster and faster until he flew up and into a platoon of soldiers. Geth knocked all the men and women down and landed on his stomach.

Ezra sprang up from where he was and perched on the edge of a fence, looking down at Geth.

“Had enough?” he screamed.

Geth was shaking his head, trying to regain his composure.

“Oh, really,” Ezra said. “Excellent.”

Ezra opened his arms and Geth was forced to the ground, unable to move. The deranged toothpick then shot off the fence, holding his arms and legs in and aiming directly for Geth’s face. Geth pushed a fallen soldier off of himself and turned his head just in time to have Ezra miss his face and pierce his left earlobe.

Ezra was stuck tight.

Geth stood up, looking around, while Ezra was wedged in his left earlobe looking like a really tacky earring. Geth reached up to feel his ear.

“Hands off,” Ezra screamed. “Get me out of here!”

Hordes of beings continued to flow over the downed fences. Some military members tried to stop the flow, but that only made things more heated. Geth was knocked over by a rant being chased by a soldier.

“Pull me out,” Ezra screamed again.

Geth stood up. “Not here.” He took off running with Ezra still in his ear.

“What are you doing?” Ezra yelled.

Geth leapt over a small concrete wall in the parking lot and up onto a tank that wasn’t moving. He jumped off of the tank and over a half-fallen fence.

“What are you running from?” Ezra yelled. “I’m stuck in your ear.”

“I’m running until you’ll talk to me.”

“What?”

“You need to talk to me.”

“I need to kill you!” Ezra screamed.

“See,” Geth said, “that’s not really a motivation to stop.”

Geth ran through crowds of protestors who had been picketing the whole idea of strangers coming in from another realm. One lady whacked Geth in the stomach with a sign that read, “Foo is for foo-ls.”

Geth gently pushed her aside and jetted down a row of cars and media trucks. Two rows over at the end was a large black S.W.A.T. vehicle. Geth turned and headed directly toward it.

“Ewwww,” Ezra yelped. “Ear sweat.”

“Sorry,” Geth said insincerely.

Ezra spat. “And I keep getting your hair in my mouth.”

They reached the S.W.A.T. vehicle, and Geth pulled open the sliding side door and bounded up into the van. Two police officers were inside: One was looking at a computer screen and the other was on the phone. Geth grabbed the officer on the phone and tossed him out the door. Then, before the other officer could react, Geth yanked him up by the shoulders and threw him out the door also. Geth slammed the metal door shut and thrust the lock into place.

The vehicle was all stainless steel inside. There were a couple of computers and rows of empty lockers that had once contained weapons. Geth ran to the back doors and pulled the latch down to secure them. Someone was banging on the side door demanding to be let in.

“What are you doing?” Ezra demanded. “Where’s Dennis?”

Geth moved up behind the front driver’s seat and tried to lean in to see in the rearview mirror. He couldn’t do it, so he pulled out his kilve. He knocked the side of the rearview mirror and sent it flying down into the driver’s seat. Geth set his kilve down and picked up the mirror. He held it so that he could see Ezra stuck in his left ear. Ezra’s arms were pinned to his side and he was desperately trying to kick at Geth’s neck and face.

“Wow,” Geth whispered.

“Take a picture,” Ezra mocked. “It’ll last dumber.”

“You’re different from what I was,” Geth observed.

“You mean stronger?”

“Different,” Geth smiled. “I didn’t have the cool purple hair or body armor.”

“It’s nail polish,” Ezra barked. “Now, pull me out so I can finish you.”

“How come you can’t get out yourself?” Geth asked. “You lifted me up.”

“My arms are bound,” Ezra yelled. “I need my arms.”

“Well, then, we should probably work things out while you’re still pinned in.”

“Work things out?” Ezra gagged. “Unless you’re talking about your funeral arrangements, that makes no sense.”

Something huge slammed the outside of the vehicle, throwing Geth into the row of empty lockers. He fell to the floor, his head hitting a row of metal cabinets. He stood up, righted himself, and looked for the mirror he had just dropped.

“Looking for this?” Ezra asked.

Ezra was standing on the desk by the computer holding up the mirror.

“Thanks for knocking me loose,” Ezra cackled.

“Trust me,” Geth replied, “it wasn’t on purpose.”

Ezra punched the rearview mirror with his right hand. The glass broke into three pieces, and the pieces slid out from the plastic frame. Ezra dropped the frame and picked up one of the pieces of glass. It was twice the size of him. He looked at his reflection and smiled vainly.

“What are—”

Before Geth could get his question out, Ezra threw the piece of mirror at him. It whizzed through the air and lodged itself in Geth’s left shoulder.

“Owww,” Geth said with surprise.

He looked at the piece of mirror sticking out of his shoulder. A small stream of blood was dripping out from below it. Geth gently took ahold of the glass and slid it out. “What are you doing?”

A second piece of the mirror slammed into Geth’s right arm. Geth pulled it out quickly and flung it back at Ezra before he could react. It flew past Ezra and shattered up against the front window.

“Worthless,” Ezra screamed, throwing the third piece of mirror.

Geth turned, and the glass stuck into his right leg. He stared at the glass poking out of his leg and tried to look angry. He pulled the piece of mirror out and flung it at Ezra. He missed again, and glass sparkled all over the van.

“I hate you,” Ezra yelled.

Geth lunged at Ezra, and Ezra lifted his arms and sent him flying backward into the back doors. Ezra jumped off the desk and onto Geth’s neck. He then repeatedly pulled Geth’s chin down and slammed Geth’s head into the doors.

“You made me what I am,” Ezra roared. “And I am angry!”

Geth reached up and wrapped his fingers around the deviant toothpick, trying hard to bind his arms, but Ezra bit back, taking a nice chomp out of Geth’s left index finger. Blood squirted everywhere.

Geth reached for his kilve lying on the floor, but Ezra waved his arms and Geth flew to the ceiling as if his backbone was made of metal and the roof of the vehicle was magnetic.

“This is madness,” Geth hollered.

“This is what I’ve been waiting for,” Ezra replied, holding up one arm to keep Geth in place. Ezra waved his other hand, and Geth’s kilve on the floor began to hover. Ezra waved some more, and the kilve rotated around so that the pointed end was aiming right at Geth’s heart. Ezra lowered the kilve as far as he could and then he shot it straight for Geth. Geth twisted just enough for the kilve to miss his stomach and punch a hole through the roof.

“Can’t we talk?” Geth yelled.

“No way,” Ezra smiled. With a wave of his hand he pulled the kilve back down and shot it up at Geth’s neck. Geth was able to bend just enough that the kilve only scraped the side of his neck while making another hole in the ceiling. Ezra pulled the kilve back down and aimed toward Geth’s face.

“You shouldn’t be doing this,” Geth insisted. “What do you think will happen to you if I die?”

The flying kilve stopped short just inches in front of Geth’s face.

“What did you say?” Ezra asked.

“What happens to you if I die?”

“I go on to rule the world,” Ezra said seriously.

“I don’t think so,” Geth said. “You’re a part of me.”

“Don’t say that,” Ezra growled. “I am my own self.”

“Maybe now,” Geth said. “But you were a part of me, and if you kill me, you will perish.”

“I don’t believe it,” Ezra said.

“There’s one way for you to find out.”

Something else large hit the side of the vehicle, and Geth wiggled like a piñata on the ceiling.

“We should be out there,” Geth said. “We should be helping to bring this to an end. I need your anger.”

Ezra put his hands down, and Geth fell to the floor.

“Thanks,” Geth said sarcastically.

“You owe me,” was Ezra’s only reply.

“For what?”

“For not killing you yet.”

Geth stood up and dusted off his chest and knees. Somebody else was now banging on the door and there were two cops jumping up trying to get a look through the front window.

“We have to stop this,” Geth said, “or in a little over two days everyone will be dead. Including you.”

“I can’t die,” Ezra said.

“You’re wrong. Our lives are hooked together.”

“I’m tempted to shoot you just to find out,” Ezra moaned.

“I need you.”

“Save your mush for the ladies,” Ezra sniffed.

A bullet struck the front window, leaving a tremendous spiderweb in the bullet-proof glass.

“They’re trying to get in,” Geth said.

“You’re as bright as Dennis.”

Geth was quiet as what sounded like a dozen people began to bang on the back doors.

“What do you know, anyway?” Ezra asked as if this were a drug deal and knowledge was the drug.

“I know what I’ve told you,” Geth said. “In two more days this will all be over. Every creature will fade and every person will begin to wither away. Four days from now—five, tops—there will be nothing alive but the trees and plants in the ground.”

“How do you know?”

“I’m a lithen,” Geth said proudly. “We have been taught the consequences since birth.”

“And if we do things your way?”

“We travel as fast as we can to meet up with Leven.”

“Thumps?” Ezra spat.

Geth nodded as the vehicle rocked back and forth.

“His father’s a generic noodle,” Ezra observed.

“You know his father?”

“He’s not far from here,” Ezra sighed. “He’s probably in the scuba shop. Wait a second; I was going to kill you.”

“But you changed your mind,” Geth reminded him.

“You left me with nothing but anger and confusion,” Ezra wailed over the sound of some sort of saw cutting through the lock. “I hate everything, and my mind never stops buzzing.”

“I’m so sorry,” Geth said. “It wasn’t me who chopped us up. But if it makes you feel any better, my body fluctuates. I get bigger and smaller, and at certain times my fingers and toes don’t match my feet and hands.”

“Really?” Ezra smiled. “You’re just saying that.”

“Not at all,” Geth smiled back. “I’m incomplete without you.”

“Okay,” Ezra said, disgusted. “I’ll see if what you’re saying is correct. But there’s still a good chance I’ll kill you in the end.”

“Fair enough,” Geth agreed. “Now, how do we get out of here?”

“Why get out?” Ezra asked. “The keys are in the ignition.”

Geth smiled. “I’ve never driven.”

“How hard can it be?” Ezra asked. “I’ve seen Dennis do it.”

“I’d never pass up the chance to try something new,” Geth said.

“I like that about me,” Ezra said happily.

Geth jumped behind the wheel and looked for the keys. He put his hand around them and turned as hard as he could. The huge engine roared to life and the banging and screaming on the outside increased.

“Push that stick,” Ezra ordered.

The large vehicle jumped forward two feet.

“Now press that skinny pedal. Hard.”

Geth jammed his foot down on the gas, and the massive vehicle seemed to fly forward. Geth plowed into the back end of an expensive-looking car and then swerved to avoid running over two hundred people.

“Is there a way to stop?” Geth asked.

“Yes,” Ezra answered. “But why would we want to? Go that direction, to that white building—and keep your foot down on the pedal.”

Geth kept the vehicle pointed toward the scuba shop. He moved around cars and rioting creatures. He made it around two news vans and straightened out.

“The building’s coming,” Geth yelled. “How do I stop?”

“Hold on,” Ezra insisted.

The scuba shop was getting closer and closer. It was ringed with tanks and soldiers.

“I don’t want to run anyone over, or run into a tank.”

“Hold on,” Ezra ordered.

“It’s right there,” Geth motioned. “In front of us.”

“Hold,” Ezra said.

The scuba shop was one hundred feet away.

“Now,” Ezra said calmly. “Push the other pedal as hard as you can.”

Geth took his foot off of the gas and slammed it down on the brake. The gigantic vehicle squealed and then spun in a circle, throwing dust up in nuclear-sized clouds. Geth could feel one side of the vehicle lifting up and the wheels chirping madly as they came to a stop. The vehicle shook for a few seconds and then settled.

Ezra nodded toward the lock on the front door. Geth pulled it back and the door opened. There was a tank two inches away.

“Driving a car’s even more fun than I thought it would be,” Geth said happily.

“Yeah, it looks easy,” Ezra replied.

Ezra jumped from the back of the seat onto Geth’s right shoulder. “I still might kill you,” he said honestly.

“I appreciate the warning.” Geth stepped out of the vehicle and headed into the scuba shop.
  

Chapter Twenty-Nine

The Residue of a Life Well Lived
 

Nighttime on Alder was as spectacular and scary as one might imagine. The sky was very dark despite there being two moons out. And every sound seemed bigger and more ominous than the last. Leven and Clover had been walking the entire day and now had decided to stop and get some sleep.

They had set up camp near a small lake on the side of a mountain. Clover was in charge of gathering wood, but he kept becoming attached to the sticks and logs he found and he wouldn’t let Leven burn them. So Leven gathered some wood himself while Clover fished around in his void for something for them to eat.

Leven came back to the camp with an armful of logs.

Clover “ahhhhed.”

“Don’t look at them,” Leven insisted. “Because even if you fall in love with those logs, I’m burning them.”

“Fine,” Clover said. “I hope you’re hungry.”

“Starving.”

Clover handed Leven two Filler Crisps and a small white stick. Leven looked at the stick and waited for an explanation.

“What?” Clover asked. “Finish that and I’ll get you more.”

“Finish what?”

“Just lick it,” Clover insisted.

“No way.”

Clover sighed. “Look.” Clover began to lick the end of the stick as if there were a sucker there. “It doesn’t do anything; it just tastes like whatever you’re hungry for.”

Leven stuck the stick in his mouth and sucked. “I don’t taste anything.”

“You don’t suck the stick,” Clover laughed. “You have to pretend there’s candy on the end.”

Leven put the stick in his mouth and pretended it was a sucker.

“They’re good, aren’t they?” Clover slurped.

“I still can’t taste anything,” Leven complained.

“Try the other end.”

Leven tried licking the other end of the white stick. “Nothing.”

“That’s weird,” Clover said. “Here, let me see yours.”

Leven handed Clover his sucker. Clover looked at it and took a pretend lick.

“Oh, this is just a stick,” Clover said. He then reached into his void and finally fished out another Phantom Pop.

Leven reluctantly grabbed it and took a small lick. His gold eyes went wide and he smiled tall. “Not bad.”

Leven built a big fire and the two of them lay back on their robes looking at the stars and sucking on their suckers.

“I’m worried about Geth and Winter.”

“They’re probably worried about us, too,” Clover pointed out.

“Two days left and I don’t feel like we’re anywhere closer to saving Foo,” Leven complained. “It’s like we’ve been placed aside while my body goes whacky.”

“Maybe it’s not you that saves Foo,” Clover sucked. “Maybe fate just needed you out of the way.”

“So all this was for nothing?”

“Even nothing’s for something,” Clover said wisely.

“What?” Leven questioned.

“I don’t know,” Clover shrugged. “It just sounds like something Geth would say, doesn’t it?”

“Go to sleep.”

Thirty seconds later Clover was snoring.

Leven listened carefully to the night, his mind refusing to shut off. Every noise and breeze caused his heart to beat a little bit faster. He shifted up onto his elbows as his feet burned. He felt like he wanted to run fast, to see how far he could go without stopping.

The trees in front of him rustled.

“Who’s there?”

There was no answer, just the sounds of Clover snoring and the small crackle of fire. Leven sensed something brush over him, and suddenly the orange fire was burning blue. The change of color made the small campsite feel closed and secure. Leven looked at the fire and was reminded of the den of the dead and his visits from his mother and Antsel.

“Mom?” he whispered, and instantly small flecks of light drifted down from the dark sky and began to cluster near Leven. “I know I’m supposed to speak of you, but I know so little. You were named Maria.” The soft bits of light stacked up higher and higher.

Leven sat up completely and babbled on about anything he knew about his mother, knowing that in the den of the dead, people only appeared if you spoke of them.

“I think you had dark hair,” Leven went on. “And Addy was your half sister but you never really lived with her. And you married my father, but something went wrong.”

The bits continued to build. The shape wasn’t as clear as before, but Leven could make out that it was a person in a robe. More lights floated down as the head took shape. She was turned away from Leven, but as the last bits settled she began to spin and face him.

Leven’s heart was beating so quickly he thought it was going to splatter internally.

“Hello, Leven.” It wasn’t his mom.

“Antsel?”

Antsel nodded and reached out to touch Leven’s shoulder.

“I wasn’t talking about you,” Leven pointed out.

Antsel smiled. “This may feel like the den of the dead, but it isn’t.”

Clover snored loudly and turned over.

“What’re you doing here?” Leven said, feeling disappointed.

“I came to warn you.”

“Of what?”

“Between ten and eleven, he will attack.”

“Who?”

“It will be the last stand for him,” Antsel said.

“I don’t understand.”

“You’re almost there,” Antsel said. “What an accomplishment you are.”

“I’ve done nothing,” Leven said angrily. “What I want is to get off this island and to be with Geth and Winter.”

“You’ll understand,” Antsel said kindly.

“I’ve been shelved.”

“Look how passionate you are,” Antsel observed. “From a boy to a warrior—perfect.”

“Let me fight,” Leven begged.

“Clear your life and you will fight,” Antsel insisted. “You have no idea how powerful a settled soul is. It is necessary that you have no inner conflict. Now, between ten and eleven.”

“Tonight?” Leven asked desperately.

The flame flickered back to orange and the speckled outline of Antsel was gone.

Clover mumbled in his sleep, “I’m a lot taller than I look.”

“Ahhh,” Leven said to himself, lying back down. “If I ever get off this island, I’m going to have it buried.”

Leven closed his eyes and tried to see the future.
  

Chapter Thirty

Karma
 

There are few things more miraculous than a new day. Nothing wipes away the concern of yesterday like a good sleep and the promise of tomorrow. It’s amazing how heavy and impossible something might be at night, but the next morning you’re wondering why you ever worried. It doesn’t matter where I am or what I’m doing, there’s always something magical about starting again.

I remember when I was in China once, I had spent the night answering questions that I didn’t want to answer and being treated as if I were a spy. That was a dark night. But I also remember the next morning, when I was escorted out of my cell and taken to a bus, how the sunlight shone off the front of the bus and the smell and sounds of a new day almost made everything better. Of course, getting free also required a pair of smuggled tweezers, a car filled with priests, and one well-timed train accident. But I’m not sure I would have felt so happy if it had not all gone down during the dawning of a new day.

Well, unfortunately, Reality had seen its last regularly scheduled dawn for a while. Our single moon couldn’t decide if it should go up, down, or sideways, and the sun was acting sluggish and depressed.

“What’s up with the sky?” Janet asked.

“What’s up with the world?” Tim countered.

They were currently in their stolen blue jeep going over a hundred miles an hour down a road heading north. The highway was filled with other cars whose occupants had long given up on the speed limit.

Thick patches of sarus flew across the sky, and Tim watched as one of those patches descended on a car and lifted it right up off of the road. The sky behind the sarus was changing different colors and appeared to be rolling from side to side.

Tim looked in his rearview mirror at Osck and Janet. He wanted so badly for it to just be the lighting, but he could tell they were fading. Janet caught him looking.

“What?” she asked.

“Are you two okay?”

“I feel sick,” Osck said. “I move my arms, but they don’t feel like they belong to me. And my body hurts because Janet’s changing shades. They were right, weren’t they?”

“What are you talking about?” Tim asked. “Who was right?”

“Those who fought against Azure,” Osck said. “We shouldn’t be here. We’re dying.”

Tim was silent as the car continued to race forward.

“We could go back,” Tim suggested. “But I’m afraid we would never get through the entrance. There are probably still hundreds coming through.”

“I can’t go back,” Janet said. “I have to see myself.”

“But . . .” Osck started to say.

“I have to see myself before I fade,” Janet insisted. “I need to tell myself what I’ve learned and make sure that I understand about Winter.”

“I don’t know how much time we have,” Tim said.

“Then I want to die trying.” Janet looked at Osck.

“It’s a fair plan,” he said, smiling at her.

Tim pulled off the road and raced into a service station. Two short men inside were intently listening to a radio. They looked at Tim as if he were a salesman peddling something they didn’t want any part of.

“Stay in the back,” Tim whispered to Janet and Osck. “I’m not sure what these people will think of you.”

Tim stepped out of the car and in through the open door. “Hello.”

One man nodded.

“Would it be possible to buy some gas?” Tim asked.

“You got cash?” the fatter one asked.

Tim nodded.

“Where you heading to?” the other asked. “There’s a war going on.”

“I know,” Tim said. “I’m just trying to get home before it gets messier.”

The radio was talking about windy telts messing with the Golden Gate Bridge. All three of them listened for a few moments and then shivered.

“Well, then, help yourself,” the fatter man said. “I ain’t going to charge a man trying to get home to his family during the end of the world.”

“Yeah,” the other one agreed. “What if that karma stuff’s for real?”

“Then this should cover me,” the fatter clerk smiled.

Tim filled up the car and sped off. As he was making his way to the main road, a giant avaland tore across the opposite road and missed hitting Tim head-on by two feet. The avaland wiggled under the road, sending another car rolling.

Tim swerved and drove faster.

“Did you see that?” Tim asked. “I hope we make it.”

Tim looked at Osck and Janet in his rearview mirror. They were huddled together and trembling.

“I must be on drugs,” Tim said to himself. “The world’s falling apart, and here I am chauffeuring a ghost and a man made of fire.”

“What about me?” Swig asked, materializing in the passenger’s seat.

Tim looked down in amazement.

“Swig,” Tim cheered. “I thought you were out.”

“I was,” Swig answered. “But I got to thinking how helpless you all were without me and I thought it just might be the right decision to tag along.”

“You’ve been here the whole time?”

Swig nodded while reaching up to put his seat belt on. He clicked it and smoothed out his fur. “Can’t this thing go any faster?”

Tim pushed the gas pedal all the way down and flew.
  

Chapter Thirty-One

Maybe Just a Bite
 

This day looks better than yesterday,” Clover said cheerfully as he hopped from moss-covered stone to moss-covered stone.

“Really?” Leven replied. “That’s because you slept well. All I see is trees and rocks and . . . oh, look, there’s some more trees.”

“Where?” Clover asked, excited.

“Seriously,” Leven said. “It’s beginning to feel a little hopeless. I’d give anything to see Geth and Winter and have them point the way.”

“They’re not the Want,” Clover pointed out. “And you have a path to follow. I bet even if they were here pointing, you would stick to the path.”

Leven stopped and stared at Clover. “When did you get so wise?”

“Probably school,” Clover answered. “I had a really good teacher—Professor Winsnicker. He said he was the smartest teacher Foo’s ever had.”

“Wow,” Leven said, smiling.

“So who do you think’s up ahead?” Clover asked, springing from the ground to Leven’s right shoulder.

“You know, I’ve thought about it, and I kind of never really squared things off with that Phoebe girl.”

“Oh,” Clover cooed. “Nice one.”

“What?” Leven said defensively. “I’m not kidding. I mean, I unlocked her cage and that was it.”

“And how would you finish that?” Clover asked. “With a big kiss?”

“Forget it,” Leven said, frustrated. “I was just saying.”

“No,” Clover replied. “I can’t wait to tell Winter about what you were just saying.”

“I take back everything I ever mentioned about you being wise.”

The glass path widened as they came to the edge of a massive river. Leven could barely see across to the other side. He stood there with Clover on top of his head staring at the swift-moving water.

“I still don’t like water,” Leven said.

“Really?” Clover asked, surprised. “It’s so refreshing.”

“I like to drink it,” Leven clarified. “But I don’t like to be in it.”

“Well, that is a lot of water,” Clover observed.

“Thanks.”

“And look,” Clover pointed. “There’s a bunch of oaf fish.”

“Are they bad?” Leven asked, trying to see what Clover was pointing at. “You mean those huge black things?

Clover nodded.

“They look like whales.”

“Well, do you think any of your Wave friends are in this river?” Clover asked.

Leven called out, but nobody answered.

“Interesting,” Clover said.

“What is?”

“Well, it’s just interesting how those Waves aren’t here but I am,” Clover said.

“Interesting and lucky,” Leven replied, lifting Clover off of his head.

“So,” Clover asked, “how are we getting across?”

“Maybe we’re not supposed to cross it,” Leven suggested.

“Nice try.”

“How deep do you think it is?” Leven asked.

“I have no idea,” Clover answered. “You could wade into it and find out, but stay away from the fish.” Clover paused to stare at Leven’s hands. “Are you okay? Does the water really make you sweaty?”

“I don’t know,” Leven said, wiping sweat off his forehead. “I don’t feel right. My hands feel all tingly—and look at my fingers.”

Leven held up his hands and showed them to Clover. There was a strange sharpness to his mitts. Whereas his fingers were normally round on the edges, they now had sharper, squared-off corners and ends.

“Weird,” Clover said.

“It started this morning,” Leven admitted. “I was kind of hoping it would wear off.”

“You don’t want that to wear off,” Clover said kindly. “We sycophants are supposed to help you develop your gifts. The thing is, you have so many gifts I forget that more could be coming.”

“This is a gift?” Leven asked, holding up his hands.

“You’ll learn how to control it,” Clover said. “So your hands won’t look like that when you don’t want them to, like when you’re at the prom. You can make them normal.”

“Again with the prom.”

“You only get one,” Clover said defensively.

“So what kind of gift is this?” Leven asked.

“Remember when you were fighting the Ring of Plague and that one nit fell off the onick and then dug himself into the soil and popped back out at you?”

“Kind of,” Leven admitted.

“You can burrow,” Clover said. “Try it.”

Leven bent down and thrust his hands into the ground. Large swatches of dirt effortlessly twisted around his hands and arms as if he were a drill bit.

“Now pull back,” Clover instructed.

Leven pulled his arms back and there, with almost no effort, was a nice round hole big enough for him to crawl through.

“Wow,” Leven whispered. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“About the prom?”

Leven’s eyes glowed gold. “No, we could just tunnel under the river.”

Clover liked the idea. So much so that he smiled and began to dance anxiously on Leven’s left shoulder. “Do it.”

Leven stepped off the path and bent down at the side of the river. He thrust his hands into the dirt as deep as he could. The soil seemed to magically twist up around him and gather behind. He shifted his position and dug deeper. The movement was new to him, but it felt natural. His ability to see through soil made it possible for him to see where he was going and just how deep the river was. Unfortunately for Leven, just because he had the gift of burrowing didn’t make him an engineer. And any self-respecting engineer could have seen that Leven was burrowing way too close to the river.

Leven burrowed ten feet down and started to angle farther.

When he got twenty feet down, the weight of the water against the walls of his tunnel became too great. The walls began to crack and water crashed in, filling the tunnel and sucking Leven out into the river.

“I hate water,” Leven gagged as he was swept up into the heart of the river.

Leven heard Clover hollering something about how the world needed water to live. He also felt the pull of water carrying him deeper down into the river. Fat oaf fish smacked up against him, and his arm scratched against a large, jagged rock. Leven tried to relax, hoping he might have the gift of breathing underwater, but his lungs began to burn violently. He clawed his way to the surface, got two breaths of air, and was pulled down under again.

Leven kicked and pulled at the heavy robe he was wearing. It felt like a mushy chain pulling him down. He pulled out his kilve and wriggled out of his robe.

He let the robe go as his lungs began to burn again. He pushed his head above the water and sucked in air as quickly as he could. In his mind he pleaded for the Baadyn to come save him, or for Garnock to wash up underneath him and carry him to safety. But nobody came to his rescue.

Leven hit a huge rock and was propelled upward. His body shot out of the water, and he was able to gulp down some air before he was slapped back into some surging rapids. The river became deeper, and there was no sign of any sides or bottom.

Another huge fish bumped into him, biting his right side. He couldn’t see the fish clearly, but it looked like a big, dark ball. A different and even larger fish came up from below and completely swallowed Leven’s legs.

Leven kicked as hard as he could and stabbed the fish with his kilve. The fish let go, and Leven sprang to the top of the river, desperately gasping for air. As soon as his lungs were filled he was pulled back under by a twisting current.

Two huge fish squeezed around him as he moved into the middle of a school of whale-sized oaf fish. Leven stabbed one that was coming at him and punched another as his lungs began to scream for air again. Leven kicked off a particularly huge oaf fish and paddled for the surface.

He was too slow.

The large fish opened its mouth and with one smooth gulp swallowed Leven.

Leven’s eyes glowed strong. It was suddenly quiet, and he could see he was inside a large stomach. There was some air to breathe, but it wasn’t the kind of fresh air you joyfully suck in. It was more the rotten, foul, Dumpster kind of air that you desperately try to blow out. Leven wobbled about as the fish swam up and down in the river. He tried to pry open the fish’s throat or mouth with his kilve, but the opening he had come through was sealed shut.

A trickling, hissing sound could be heard.

Leven looked down to see that small holes in the bottom of the fish’s stomach were beginning to ooze. Leven touched some of the ooze with his right foot, and instantly the plastic on his shoes began to melt. The smell of hot plastic added to the other unpleasant aromas.

“I’m going to be digested,” Leven moaned, banging hard on the inside of the fish.

The hissing got louder and stronger as the bile filled the stomach from the bottom up. Leven jammed his kilve into one side of the fish’s stomach and then pushed it so that it was wedged up against the other, creating a bar across the whole stomach. Leven lay across that bar watching the bile rise.

“Clover?”

There was no answer.

Leven foraged frantically in his pocket. His fingers brushed up against the Filler Crisps Clover had given him earlier.

Leven smiled.

He took the two crackers out of his pocket and crumbled them in his hands. He then dropped all of the crumbs into the bile. Instantly the crackers began to whine and expand, and foam pressed up against Leven.

“Open your mouth,” Leven yelled at the fish. “Open your mouth!”

The foam pushed up and around Leven.

“Spit me out!”

The foam filled Leven’s nose and mouth and ears, pressing in on him tightly and squeezing him up against the inside of the fish. Once again Leven couldn’t breathe, but this time it was because of foam.

The Filler Crisps continued to expand.

Leven could feel his nose being pushed inward and his body being crammed into one tight ball. The pressure against his ears was so great that his head began to pound and ring. It took all the strength he had to move his hands over his ears. He wanted to scream, but there was no room for it. It felt as if his entire body were being pumped like a blood-pressure test.

The pressure was too great.

Leven’s eyes were pushing in, his stomach was being shoved up into his ribs, and he had foam in places where foam should never be as the Filler Crisps filled the fish’s stomach well beyond capacity.

Four seconds before the pressure would have collapsed all his organs, a tremendous explosion rocked his ears and Leven felt himself flying through the air. His body slammed down against something hard, and then there was nothing but sweet relief and a dizzying unconsciousness.
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“You’re off course,” a strong voice said.

“Is he?” another voice questioned. “Or is this how it was meant to be?”

“You might want to get up,” Clover whispered into Leven’s right ear.

Leven blinked and then coughed. He pressed his palms into the dirt and pushed his chest up off the ground. His long, dark hair hung down in front of his face and covered his glowing eyes. Leven got onto his knees and then sprang up as if he were a child. He pushed back his hair and partially smiled. The land-scape was covered with snow, and Leven brushed some of it off his arms.

“We were just talking about you.”

Before Leven stood the Ring of Plague—twelve nits, each with a different one of Foo’s twelve gifts. The last time Leven had seen them he had been fighting them from the back of an onick outside of Cork. Now they were standing still, almost as if waiting for him to say something.

“You’re shorter than I remember,” Leven finally said, standing up straight and measuring at least two inches taller than the tallest ring member.

“You’ve become legendary,” one of the Ring members said. “I don’t suppose you remember me, but you left me floating in the maze of air in Fissure Gorge.”

“Sorry,” Leven apologized.

“No apology necessary,” the Ring member insisted. “I’m just happy that fate has pulled me out so that we can finish our business.”

Leven reached for his kilve, but it was not there. He also wasn’t wearing his robe.

“Wait a second,” Leven said. “How did I get here?”

“Um, the tunnel you were digging collapsed,” Clover said. “And you were taken downriver. I couldn’t find you, but then there was this huge explosion and foam was shooting up everywhere and I saw you get blown up out of the river. After that it was pretty easy to find you.”

Leven looked down and for the first time realized it wasn’t snow he was standing in and brushing off, it was foam mixed with what looked like fish bits.

“I was inside a huge fish,” Leven said, disgusted.

“Is this him?” Clover asked, picking up a scaly piece of skin.

“You have a strange life, Leven,” one of the Ring members observed.

Leven felt an odd pang of pride from such a comment. If someone from Foo thought he had an unusual life, that was really saying something.

“And now you are my unfinished business?” Leven said. He spotted his kilve five trees over in the top branches of a tree. “Clover.”

“I’m on it,” Clover replied.

A Ring member with a long, braided beard saw what Leven was looking at and held up his palm. “You won’t need that with us. Were we to have met three days ago, we might have desired to fight you, but we know now that you were right.”

“I was?” Leven asked in amazement.

“Can’t you feel Foo failing?” Beardy asked.

“I thought it was just me,” Leven said. “I’ve been going through a lot of changes.”

“No dreams come in any longer,” Beardy said.

“That, I’ve noticed.”

Clover knocked Leven’s kilve from the tree and it came crashing down.

“And so many are leaving that we fear there will be nobody here to sustain Foo,” Beardy added. “Even those who believed in Foo are making a run for it. Beings from the farthest corners of Foo are figuring their only chance is to make it to Reality. The Sochemists are gone, Cusp and Cork have no law, and the siids are dying—fading away, actually. Can you imagine a being so big fading away?”

Leven shook his head as Clover dragged his kilve over to him. Leven bent down and picked it up.

“You’ve been washed downriver,” Beardy said. “We were to meet near the path of glass. Now you must move that direction and make up time.”

“What about you?” Leven asked.

“The Dearth still holds us,” Beardy said. “I speak for myself, but my soul is soon his. Look: We are bound to him.”

Beardy held up the hem of his robe to expose his feet meshing with the soil. His ankles looked like mossy stumps.

“Can’t you stop it?” Leven asked.

“We have given away all our freedom by pretending that we had nothing to worry about,” Beardy said. “We were supposed to be an indestructible force, but in the end we have changed nothing for the better, and our souls belong to the soil.”

“No,” Leven insisted.

“What do you mean no?” Beardy said, confused.

“There’s always a chance to turn from what you’ve become. I’ve seen people become better seconds before their dying breath.”

“It is not our fate.”

“Then let’s change things,” Leven urged.

Leven lunged forward with his kilve. Then, with one swift move, he spun and smacked Beardy on the side of his right shoulder. Beardy flew sideways as Leven charged him. Leven threw his weight into him and hoisted him off the ground, ripping his feet from the soil. Beardy screamed, but Leven jumped up on top of a large, flat rock and held him there. He kicked and hollered for a while, but eventually he stopped wailing and lay still.

Leven looked down at the other eleven Ring members. They were trembling, but they hadn’t moved.

“He was our leader,” one with blue stripes on his cheeks said.

“Well, he wants you to stay still.”

They all just stood there as Leven climbed down from the rocky shelf. Leven then wrapped his arms around the one with blue stripes and, with one terrific pull, tore him from the ground. He screamed louder than the last one had. Leven carried him up onto the rock and held him down by Beardy, who was passed out. Once he was subdued, Leven turned and looked down at the remaining ten.

“He was second in command,” a Ring member with really bad teeth said.

“Can none of you think for yourself?”

They all shrugged.

“It’s hard to believe anyone ever feared you.”

Leven tore out another, and another, and another, and another. He then took a break so that Clover could show him an odd-shaped bickerwick. Leven then went back to plucking up Ring members. Each one screamed louder than the last, and in the end Leven was exhausted, but he had before him a row of twelve beings with raw, swollen feet and clear souls. Most of them had passed out due to the pain of being ripped from the soil.

“We’ll let them rest,” Leven said. “So let’s sleep here.”

“That will leave us just one day,” Clover said casually. “And you’re off track.”

“I’m exhausted. Besides, I want to make sure these twelve are clearheaded.”

“You’re the boss,” Clover said. “Hey, do you think if you ever left me that I would just stand around like that not knowing what to do?”

“I’d never leave you,” Leven smiled.

Clover did a little jig and then disappeared while Leven quickly bound the hands and feet of each Ring member to make sure they stayed in place.
  

Chapter Thirty-Two

Oklahoma Bound
 

Santa Rosa, New Mexico, was a mess. All over there were fires and fights breaking out. Some vehicles were racing to get to the scene; others were racing to escape it. The air was filled with twice as many helicopters as before, and there was no semblance of law down below. Every fence and tent had been torn down while jeeps and cars had been tipped over or torn apart.

The government had tried to stop the flow of Foovians coming in, but that had just created panic, and greater numbers were spilling out mad and ready to fight. And on top of that, all the commotion had attracted any avaland or telt from miles away to come join the party.

It was complete chaos, and there was no sign of it slowing.

Dennis had taken Winter and Phoebe to the secured scuba shop, where they had waited for Geth to return. When Geth did come in with Ezra on his shoulder, only Dennis was surprised.

“I thought you were going to kill him,” Dennis said to Ezra.

“Has your face always been so bland?” Ezra asked Dennis.

“It was your plan,” Dennis said boldly.

“Well, maybe I’m just drawing them in to my confidence,” Ezra whispered.

“Are you?”

“No,” Ezra said.

General Lank looked about as desperate as a man can look. What was supposed to be his big chance had turned into the beginning of the end of the world. He kept asking Ezra and Dennis what he should do and radioing important people who were dealing with things falling apart in their own parts of the world.

“What do we do?” Lank said as he paced the room. He stopped in front of Geth. “Well, what do we do?”

“I know what we have to do,” Geth said. “We’re going to Oklahoma.”

“The play?” General Lank asked.

Elton Thumps hit his head with his palm and screamed.

“See what I’ve been dealing with?” Ezra asked Geth. “Total and complete incompetence.”

Ever since Geth and Ezra had returned, Ezra had begun to see the value of having part of him be a big man. He was also quite impressed with how handsome he was. And when Phoebe held onto Geth’s arm and looked him over to make sure he was okay, Ezra kind of felt like she was talking to him.

“Dennis,” Geth said kindly, “will you come with us?”

Dennis looked at Ezra. “Are we on the good side now?”

Ezra screamed, “Can’t you think for yourself? Your brain’s as smooth as your forehead.”

“All right,” Dennis said, embarrassed. “We’ll come with you.”

“We’ll?” Ezra questioned. “You got a gimped-up monkey in your pocket? There’s no ‘we’ll’ any longer. I’m with me.”

“Okay,” Geth said nicely. “But ‘we’ll’ need everyone.”

“Not me,” Elton insisted. “Don’t count on me.”

Geth didn’t have the heart to tell him he wasn’t really invited anyhow.

“I’m going down through that empty lake and into Foo if it kills me,” Elton announced.

“Let’s hope it kills you,” Ezra said.

“You won’t succeed,” General Lank said. “There are just too many still coming out, and the tunnel’s probably packed with thousands behind those thousands.”

“I’ll go by myself,” Elton growled. He grabbed his stomach and mumbled something about Leven.

“Suit yourself,” General Lank moaned. “Your presence has always been a joke.”

“What?” Elton said angrily.

“This mess is because of you,” General Lank accused. “You were supposed to understand what was happening.”

“I do understand what’s happening,” Elton replied. “You’re looking for a scapegoat, you old fool.”

“You’re useless,” General Lank said. “They needed you because of your son and now you have no way—”

“Hold it,” Winter insisted. “This isn’t helping anything. You two can argue later if you want, but for now Geth and I are going to Oklahoma.”

“I don’t understand, but fine,” Lank said.

“So,” Geth asked, “where’s Oklahoma?”

Lank reluctantly pointed east.

“And do you have a helicopter we can borrow?” Geth added.

General Lank put his head in his hands and began to sob.

“I like my style,” Ezra cheered.

Phoebe gazed up at Geth and smiled. “Is Reality always this exciting?”

Geth, Dennis, Ezra, General Lank, and Elton all began to answer Phoebe’s question as she sat there looking beautiful.

Lilly sighed and whispered into Winter’s left ear, “Is she for real?”

“She gets worse,” Winter whispered back.

Geth stood up and picked up his kilve. He slipped it behind his back. “Now, about that helicopter, General.”

General Lank waved a tall soldier over as Lilly continued to whisper in Winter’s ear. “I’ve never flown before,” she said excitedly.

“Me neither,” Winter said back.

Lilly wrapped her arms around Winter’s neck and smiled for the first time in a very long while.
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Elton Thumps was sick of it—sick of it. His whole body burned with the feeling of hate and darkness. He had spent his entire adult life studying, investigating, and wondering about Foo, and still he had nothing to show for it. He was bitter and resolved to the fact that if it had not been for Foo he would have still had his wife, his child, and possibly his self-respect.

Now he had nothing but a blackness in the gut.

General Lank had finally said what everyone was thinking: Elton Thumps was a joke and a failure. The government had used him for their purposes and now, when the chips were down, they were ready to leave him by the side of the road and pretend he had never happened.

Elton unbuttoned his shirt and looked at his stomach. Large black scratches were pulsating and oozing. He looked away and quickly buttoned his shirt back up.

Elton rummaged through the scuba shop and found a couple of guns. He then threw on a military jacket, a helmet, and the most rugged boots he could find. He loaded the jacket pockets with food and ammo and left without saying a word to General Lank.

Once outside the scuba shop, Elton moved through the rings of guards and tanks and worked his way over to Blue Hole Lake. The empty lake was still spewing out hundreds of strange creatures and beings like a volcano. Elton worked his way to a steeper spot where there wasn’t anybody climbing out at the moment. It worked for a little bit and he was able to climb down the back wall of the empty lake. Then the flow of refugees was just too great and too strong for him to continue forward.

Hundreds of beings were crawling over each other frantically trying to get out. Those climbing out seemed to realize that things were falling apart. Many had weapons ready and were already looking for someone to fight.

Elton turned around and moved in reverse. Walking backwards, he squeezed himself down through the opening and into the cavern, but a huge woman carrying a crying child in her right arm pushed him back out and kicked him down.

Elton tried again, but there were too many people and odd-looking beings coming out. He tried to be forceful, ordering those who were about to trample him to make room for him to climb down.

Nobody was listening.

Elton attempted to dive between people and crawl his way into the watery cavern, but he was forced out again by a thick group of huge rants who had linked arms and were plowing through everyone.

Elton pulled out his gun and waved it around. Nobody seemed to care—the refugees just kept coming and coming, wave after wave of frantic and excited beings. Some looked scared, some looked anxious, and others looked as if they were out for blood, here to fight for their place in Reality.

Elton fired his weapon into the roof of the cavern. Everyone in the cavern stopped, while those already in the empty lake scrambled out.

“That’s better,” Elton said. “I’ve got to get back behind you all. Now, move!”

Apparently no one was in the mood to cooperate. They surged forward again, trampling Elton, walking over him as if he were a rug. He dropped the gun and it slid to the far side of the cavern. Elton tried to reach for it, but it was no use.

Feet rained down on him in the face, the neck, the stomach. Elton tried to scream, but nobody cared. Feet just kept pounding down on him. Then, as if someone had pulled the plug on the tunnel, the walls of water collapsed inward, washing over everything and pushing out all the air. Deep in the tunnel the door slammed shut, and everybody unfortunate enough to still be in the passageway was enveloped in water and darkness.

Working toward Foo had been a really bad idea.
  

Chapter Thirty-Three

Fair Fight
 

Leven tossed and turned, trying to catch a few last minutes of early-morning sleep. The bed of leaves he had made up on a rock shelf was not half as comfortable as he wished it would be. Each time he turned over, it sounded like someone or something was creeping up on him.

Clover was bothered as well. “Can’t you stay still?” he whispered. “You’re making me jumpy.”

“You’re always jumpy.”

“Still,” Clover insisted. “This is different.”

The members of the Ring of Plague had initially all passed out from the pain of being ripped up from the contact with the Dearth. But as they had come to, they had begun to complain and fuss over Leven’s insisting that they stay on rock. They were like some horrible drug addicts who were bad at lying; they kept making up stories to get a chance to reconnect with the soil. Leven had kept them tied up through the night.

Beardy, it turned out, was named Glen, and was originally from Canada. He had been snatched into Foo over thirty years ago and had been made a member of the Ring of Plague about ten years back.

Now that Foo was falling apart, he was confused and worried and aware that those he had worked with had been wrong. But they had spent so much time being influenced, mindlessly doing as they were told, that they now felt a bit adrift. After being detached from the soil for a number of hours, however, they all began to feel incredible. Their heads were clear and they could think for themselves for the first time in a while.

Leven and Clover had slept thirty feet away, but they could now hear the Ring members talking. Leven staggered up and wordlessly untied them, then dragged himself back to his leaf bed.

“You were pretty cool with them,” Clover said softly to Leven.

“What?” Leven asked.

“I mean, the way you ripped them out of the ground last night and threw them over there. I wish Winter and Geth had been here to see that.”

“I just lifted them up,” Leven said modestly.

“Listen to you,” Clover waved. “So humble.”

“Look at the air this morning,” Leven whispered. “There’re no dreams at all anymore. I barely got a chance to start seeing them and now they’re gone. It sort of makes me mad.”

“Yeah, you said that in your sleep.”

“I did?”

“That and some stuff about Winter.”

“I don’t believe you,” Leven smiled.

“It’s true,” Clover insisted. “Of course, maybe you were talking about winter, the season.”

“Maybe,” Leven laughed. “Do you see how the horizon is slanted?”

Clover nodded.

“So many of our inhabitants have left Foo.”

“And that’s why the ground is kind of tipping?”

“Yeah, and it’s going to get worse,” Leven predicted.

“Do you think Geth and Winter made it out?”

“I hope so,” Leven said. “They should be on their way to Oklahoma by now.”

“It’s a nice place,” Clover remembered. “I like those burgers from that one store.”

“Now all we need is to be there,” Leven said. “It’s weird, when I close my eyes I can see myself fighting there, but I have no idea how that future is going to come about. I’m here.”

“Well, you’re almost to the tree,” Clover tried.

“How do you know?”

“Look at the sky,” Clover pointed. “If you squint, you can almost see a center of it where everything radiates out. The oldest tree stands directly below that center.”

Leven looked carefully. “That’s not too bad. We should get going.”

“Fine with me,” Clover said. “I can sleep a bit more on your head.” He turned to the twelve nits, who were still discussing their options. “What about them?” he asked.

“Their future is theirs,” Leven said.

“You think they’ll keep to the stone?”

Leven nodded and sat up as the Ring of Plague began talking louder. Something was bothering them.

“Hey,” Glen said, “where’d you come from?”

Leven stood up and listened.

“Who do you think we are?” another Ring member said. “We used to be respected.”

Leven walked around the trees that divided their camps and up to the stone ledge. He could see a middle-aged man being taunted by the Ring of Plague. The man’s clothes were soaked.

“This is our space,” Glen insisted.

“I’m . . .” the man tried to say.

“You’re what?” Leven asked.

“I’m trying to figure out how I got here,” the man said angrily, turning to face Leven. “I was working my way down into the cavern when suddenly I was swirling though the air and slammed down here. So this is Foo? Or am I still in Reality?”

Leven looked closely at the stranger. He saw the dark hair and the strong chin and the eyes and knew exactly who he was talking to.

“And why were you working your way toward Foo?” Leven asked, his body shaking slightly.

“I had to see it,” the man insisted. “I’m somewhat of an authority on it.”

“Really?”

The man stood up and straightened his wet shirt and tie. He held onto his stomach as if it were a package.

“Listen,” he demanded, “I’ve got important business here. I insist you take me to someone in the know.”

“Someone in the know?” Leven questioned.

“Like your king, or your president.”

“We don’t have any of those,” Leven said.

“So who runs this place?”

“Well,” Leven said coolly, “dreams used to. But now that so many of ours have slipped into Reality, we’re in chaos.”

“And who are you?” the man asked snidely.

Leven looked at him and let his gold eyes shine. “I’m your son, Leven.”

If Leven was thinking something wonderful was going to happen, he was dead wrong. If he suspected that his father might open his arms and embrace him, he was misguided. And if he thought his dad was going to begin crying and beg for forgiveness—well, he must have been really surprised when Elton jumped forward and hit him as hard as he could beneath the jaw. Leven teetered and then righted himself. He rubbed his jaw and looked at his father.

“Nice to meet you, too.”

Elton Thumps just stood there flexing his fists and staring directly at Leven. His face was red and he looked like he could bite through metal. The Ring of Plague sat there watching in shock.

“What was that for?” Leven added. “I should be hitting you.”

Elton took another swing, his body shaking. Leven ducked and punched him right in the stomach. Elton screamed. He bent over and then spun around, kicking Leven in the side of the head. Leven shifted and missed the brunt of the blow. Elton spun again, and this time Leven intercepted his foot as it was coming around to kick the other side of his face. Leven squeezed Elton’s foot and pushed him back. Elton had to hop on his one foot trying desperately to pull his other one free.

“What are you doing?” Leven demanded.

“You’ve ruined my entire life,” Elton shouted, his body sick from the Dearth’s bite. “You killed Maria and left me for dead.”

“What?” Leven asked, confused. “I was a baby.”

“It makes no difference.”

“I think it does,” Leven said. “You abandoned me.”

“They took me from you,” Elton said. “They took me from you and made me spend the next fourteen years of my life trying to figure you out.”

“Well, then, attack them,” Leven said adamantly.

Elton twisted his captured foot and his shoe popped off, freeing him. He charged toward Leven and slammed into his waist. The two of them flew backwards and onto the ground. They rolled twenty feet before Leven’s head hit a square stone that stopped them.

Elton jumped up and kicked Leven’s rear, sending his face down into the dirt. He was about to kick Leven again, but suddenly he was flying. Glen had Elton by the shoulders and was carrying him off.

“What are you doing?” Elton screamed.

“You can’t kick a man when he’s down,” Glen insisted. He dropped Elton back onto the ground about thirty feet from Leven.

Leven jumped up and looked at his father. “This is crazy.”

Elton grabbed his stomach and ran toward Leven again. This time Leven yanked Elton’s wrist and bent it back under his chin, holding him in a headlock.

“We should talk this through,” Leven said. “Because this will—”

A good-sized stone smacked Leven on the side of his head. He let go of his father and stumbled backwards. Another rock hit him in the stomach.

“It’s those Plague guys,” Clover whispered to Leven. “One’s levitating and throwing rocks.”

“Well, could you stop him?” Leven asked, just as Elton was leaping on top of him.

Elton had grabbed Leven’s kilve and was now banging it on the right side of Leven.

“You killed Maria,” Elton screamed.

“She was my mother,” Leven yelled back, deflecting the blows the best he could. “You left me with horrible people.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Elton said stubbornly. “I was ripped from everything I had.”

Leven stood up as tall as he could and faced his father. He walked slowly backwards, trying to stay out of the reach of the kilve that Elton was now swinging.

Swish.

The kilve missed Leven and he stepped back farther.

“We can settle this,” Leven insisted. “We were both used. Why can’t you see that?”

“They didn’t want me,” Elton seethed. “Your grandfather didn’t think I was the one. I was defective and lacked what was needed. So they waited for you, the great Leven, while I was stuck in an office trying to make sense of something that is impossible to make sense of. Now where are you? Are you going to save the world, Leven?”

“Not if you kill me first.”

“Good,” Elton said, his brain mad. “Then maybe it’ll be me that saves them all.”

Elton stepped forward and swung the kilve as hard as he could. He would have hit Leven for sure except that Leven, stepping back, fell into a newly burrowed hole that one of the Ring members had just dug.

Elton swore.

Using his own new ability, Leven dug quickly under his father and popped up behind him. Elton turned just as Leven wrapped his arms around his father. He lifted him up, and Elton screamed and bucked.

“I didn’t ask to be picked,” Leven pointed out. “You’re my father. I’m your son.”

“Big deal,” Elton screamed. “We know nothing of each other.”

“That could change, couldn’t it?”

Elton threw his head back, cracking his skull against Leven’s nose. Blood began to squirt all over as Leven hollered.

“This is ridiculous,” Leven said angrily. He opened his mouth and fire shot out, wrapping around Elton’s legs.

Elton jumped up and down screaming as lightning ripped through the sky, striking the ground directly in front of Leven.

Leven flew backwards and landed on his rear, tangled in ivy.

Clover materialized and began rubbing his shoulders. “It’s those guys. One threw the lightning,” Clover said, sounding like a coach giving his fighter instructions. “It’s the Ring of Plague.”

“Whose side are they on?” Leven asked.

“I think they’re just keeping the fight fair,” Clover said.

“I’m not going to fight my father,” Leven argued.

“That’s obvious,” Clover said, embarrassed.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Leven said defensively.

“I mean, you’re the Want—and you’re getting your butt kicked.”

Leven looked at Clover. He then jumped up. He could feel all the changes and storms inside himself. He could feel the abilities he was growing into and begged his body to work right.

He had forgotten who he was.

Elton was standing and holding the kilve, his eyes bouncing back and forth. Leven marched toward him and then faded, only to reappear closer to him. Leven waved his hand, and the kilve flew out of Elton’s hands and into the bushes.

Leven stared at his father, his gold eyes sweeping up and down him like a scanner. One of the Ring members came from the side to interfere; Leven simply turned and lit the guy on fire.

Leven then returned his gaze to his father.

Elton backed up as Leven pushed him down with his eyes. His father was now sitting on a round stone, trying not to cower. Leven shoved up the sleeves on his shirt and growled slightly.

One of the Ring members came running in at super speed to knock Leven down. But Leven stepped back and extended his right leg. The Ring member tripped over the leg and went flying.

“Knock it off,” Leven yelled to any listening Ring member. “I don’t care if you think you’re making it fair. You’re making me mad!”

A couple of members mumbled something about just wanting to keep things even, but they all retreated into the background.

“Now,” Leven said to his father, “I suppose if you had asked me before this all happened if I had father issues, I would have said yes. I wanted nothing more than for you to be alive and to come save me. But you’re not a father, and there are others in my life who I look to now for love and wisdom. So I suppose you were unfinished business, but not any longer. You’re a man who was mistreated and who is too stubborn to ever get over it. Don’t look for me. Don’t send me cards on my birthday. And don’t forget that it was you who wanted it this way.”

Leven motioned to Glen. Glen walked over, looking like a child who had been busted.

“We were just making it interesting,” Glen said defensively.

“I don’t care about that,” Leven smiled. “Do you mind doing me a favor?”

“Not at all,” Glen said.

Leven gave Glen a few simple instructions, and then Glen wrapped his arms around Elton. Both Leven and Clover watched as Elton was lifted up and carried far, far away.

“So that’s your dad?” Clover asked.

“I guess,” Leven answered. “In title.”

“I don’t see much of him in you.”

“Thanks,” Leven said.

“Do you think that business is finished now?” Clover asked.

“Definitely,” Leven said, picking Clover up and placing him on his head.

“He wasn’t a very nice dad,” Clover observed.

Leven was quiet.

“Hey, if you need someone to play catch with, or toss around a ball, I’d be happy to help.”

“I’m a lucky guy,” Leven smiled.

“I’ll say,” Clover agreed.
  

Chapter Thirty-Four

You Don’t Know What You’ve Mocked Till It’s Gone
 

“Look over there,” Geth pointed.

Winter looked down out of the helicopter and saw herds of avalands busting through a small town far below. She and Geth could also see a bunch of firefighters spraying their hoses, trying to subdue a telt. And, of course, they saw cows and other livestock being pulled down beneath the soil by black strands of the Dearth.

“Where are we?” Winter yelled.

“Someplace over Texas,” Geth yelled back.

Geth, Winter, Phoebe, Ezra, Dennis, and Lilly were being flown by two pilots to Burnt Culvert, Oklahoma. One of the pilots, Captain Coin, had skin so white you could see his veins beneath it. The other was just plain white; he had been introduced as Captain Bubble. General Lank had arranged the ride but had stayed back at Blue Hole Lake to fight there. The helicopter was large and army green, with open sides. Everyone was strapped in tightly.

Lilly materialized in Winter’s lap behind the seat belt. “Is Texas a good place?”

“I think so,” Winter said. “But we’re not stopping there.”

Lilly disappeared.

Ezra was riding in Geth’s hand. He hopped forward to Captain Bubble’s shoulder and started bossing him around because he had been on a helicopter before and felt that made him an expert. After explaining to the pilots what he felt a certain button did, he pointed out the front window and asked, “What are those?”

The pilots looked out the window at the large, gray clouds that appeared to be racing across the sky toward them.

“Those clouds don’t look right,” Captain Coin said.

“Those aren’t clouds,” Geth hollered. “They’re hazen.”

Both pilots swore, apologized, and then told everyone to hang on. The hazen had been giving people grief all over the world. They had been messing with planes, tall buildings, kites, windmills, and even one blimp at a sporting event in Cairo. They looked like thick, gray clouds, but they had facial features and arms that became better defined when they were attacking. In Foo the hazen were sort of shy and reserved, but those here in Reality were mischievous and territorial.

“Maybe they haven’t seen us?” Dennis hoped.

Ezra slapped his own forehead. “That’s Dennis’s solution to everything: hope they never saw us.”

“Well, it’s possible they haven’t,” Geth said, trying to be kind to Dennis.

“Now that you put it that way,” Ezra agreed, “maybe they haven’t.”

Dennis and Winter stared at Ezra. It seemed pretty obvious that he was enamored with his human counterpart. Just a few hours ago, he had been vowing to find and kill him, but now he was kissing up to himself more than he was hating Geth.

The hazen shifted their course a tiny bit and began charging.

“They’ve seen us,” Phoebe said.

Ezra lifted his hands and waved, but he had no effect on the hazen.

“Let’s see if we can outrun them,” Captain Coin said with enthusiasm.

Captain Bubble pulled the helicopter to the side, racing at an angle away from the clouds. The hazen saw their movement and picked up speed.

“They’re coming faster,” Dennis said.

The helicopter pushed forward.

Winter heard it first. “Are they yelling?”

The speeding hazen were screaming as they drew closer. Their words were ominous and vulgar.

The wind in front of the hazen rocked the helicopter violently.

“Hold on,” Captain Bubble commanded.

The helicopter tilted sideways and blasted out across the sky. Large hazen swiped at the copter as it moved away.

More vulgarity.

Captain Coin pushed forward at full speed.

“You can’t outrun it,” Geth yelled.

“We’re gonna try,” Captain Coin yelled back.

As if on cue, one huge hazen reached out and wrapped itself around one of the landing skids on the helicopter. The poor machine whined and screeched as it tried to move forward.

“How do you fight hazen?” Winter yelled to Geth.

“I have no idea,” he yelled back. “In Foo they behaved.”

The helicopter tilted to the side and its blades sliced right through the dark cloud. The hazen released its hold and the copter lurched forward, jerking its passengers around.

“Go,” Captain Coin yelled at his copilot. “Go!”

“I’m going!” he yelled back.

Phoebe looked out the side to witness the entire west sky turning dark and moving toward them. “There are thousands of them now.”

Dennis looked down at the robe he was wearing. “Can this robe do anything?”

Ezra looked embarrassed to know him. “Yeah, jump out and it will act as a parachute.”

“I was just trying—”

Thick, dark hazen crowded around the helicopter and pushed in the open sides. They batted around the passengers, pushing and pulling at them. Gray, swirling strings of cloud grabbed Winter’s and Phoebe’s hair and yanked hard.

Both women screamed with equal volume.

Geth tried to tear at the hazen, but they had no real substance. “Land this thing,” he yelled to the pilots.

“We’re trying to go down,” Captain Coin yelled back. “But they seem to be pushing us up from below.”

A thin string of black cloud reached in and pressed the release on Dennis’s seat belt. The belt flew open, and Dennis was thrust forward and halfway out of the helicopter door. Geth reached to grab him and got ahold of the robe.

“What are you doing?” Ezra yelled, as if Dennis had chosen to fall out.

Dennis was too busy trying to find something to hold onto to reply. Geth lost his grip, and Dennis slid all the way out. His face slammed against the edge of the copter and he fell onto the left landing skid. Dennis shifted and was now hanging by his arms as the helicopter whizzed back and forth.

“Do something!” Ezra commanded.

Everyone looked at the toothpick, wondering if he had a suggestion.

“He’s not completely worthless,” Ezra added.

Geth unbuckled his own belt and fell to the floor of the helicopter onto his stomach. He scooted to the edge and looked out and down at Dennis. Winter unbuckled and grabbed Geth’s legs.

“Dennis!” Geth yelled down. “Don’t let go!”

The hazen wrapped around Dennis and batted him back and forth like a pale punching bag.

“Do something,” Ezra yelled again.

Geth tried to scoot forward to reach Dennis’s hand but the distance was too great. He couldn’t reach him.

Dennis couldn’t hold on any longer.

He looked at Geth and halfway smiled. He then let go and fell down into the belly of the dark clouds.

“No!” Ezra wailed.

Ezra jumped out of the helicopter, diving down into the clouds. Geth reached out and grabbed the small toothpick and pulled him back in. Winter and Geth rebuckled as Ezra kicked and screamed.

[image: ]

“Cowards!” he yelled. “I could have caught him.”

The hazen pushed up against the front windows and sides, making it almost pitch black. They rocked the helicopter in all directions.

Winter looked up at the only source of natural light. She could see through the two small windows in the ceiling that there were no hazen up above. They had surrounded the sides and bottom of the craft, but the top was clear.

“Tilt the helicopter again!” Winter yelled.

The pilots, desperate to try anything, threw the controls to the side, and the helicopter leaned sideways. The hazen on that side of the copter did not like the rotors chopping through them and pulled back.

“Can you spin around in a circle?” Winter hollered. “I think they hate the blades.”

The captains spun the helicopter around in a full circle, cutting away the hazen. Those bits reaching in pulled outward and the helicopter spun faster.

“I’m going to be ill,” Phoebe said.

“Now go after them,” Winter yelled to the pilots. “If they grab us from below, spin in a circle again and cut them off.”

The copter tilted sideways and moved in a straight line across the sky. The hazen came around the opposite side, but the pilots just spun, cutting at them with the helicopter’s rotors.

“Brilliant,” Geth said, smiling at Winter.

The sky began to lighten as the hazen grew frustrated and moved away. In a few minutes the horizon was hazen free.

“Should we land?” Captain Coin asked.

“No,” Geth replied. “Keep going.”

“What?” Ezra roared. “We’ve got to get Dennis.”

Nobody could make eye contact with the single-eyed toothpick.

“Turn this thing around!” Ezra yelled.

Phoebe reached out to touch Ezra and he screamed at her.

“It’s no use,” Geth said.

Ezra looked at Geth. “I hate me.”

And then, for the first time ever in the history of man, woman, or woodenkind, a toothpick produced a real tear. Lilly clung to Winter’s neck and shivered, Phoebe held Geth’s hand, and they sadly moved on.
  

Chapter Thirty-Five

Just Add Water
 

Swig peered over the back of his seat and gazed at Janet and Osck. He made some sort of sad noise and then turned back around.

“The lady one’s not doing too well,” Swig told Tim.

Tim looked into his rearview mirror. He could barely see Janet up against the vehicle’s black leather seating. What he could see of her looked weak and thin enough to simply blow away. Osck didn’t look that much better. His flamelike body seemed dim and he smoldered as if he were just minutes from burning out completely.

“Hold on, you two,” Tim said as cheerfully as he could.

“We should never have left Foo,” Osck moaned, looking at Janet.

“Hurry,” Janet said. “I have to tell myself about Winter.”

Tim’s foot had been pressed down on the gas pedal as hard as it would go. He pushed even harder, knowing it wouldn’t make a difference. The highway was a crazy mess. There were some sections where the roads had been demolished by avalands burrowing under them or telts blowing across them. Some cars had been unable to make it over or around the mess. Luckily for Tim and his group, he had hot-wired a vehicle big and strong enough to make it over the torn-up roads.

“Where are we?” Swig asked.

“Someplace in Kansas,” Tim replied. “Almost to Wichita.”

“So, how much longer?”

“About five hours,” Tim whispered, not wanting to alarm his passengers in the back.

“And this beast is fed?” Swig asked.

“Not enough,” Tim answered. “We’re going to have to get gas one more time.”

The highway was empty at the moment. In fact, it looked like they were the only vehicle in the world. The landscape was covered with farms, and the sky was filled with bright streaks of color. Tim spotted a small gas station off the interstate and took the next exit heading toward it.

The gas station stood alone and closed. Tim pulled the vehicle up to one of the pumps and got out. Nobody was around. Tim stepped over to the small store and banged on the door.

Nobody answered.

Tim walked back to the pumps and looked around. He then pulled open the front of one of the pumps and messed with the insides.

“What are you doing?” Swig asked.

“Seeing if I can get this to work,” Tim answered.

“You’re very ingenious,” Swig said, patting Tim on the head.

Tim jimmied the pump and got the gas flowing. He filled up the tank and then shut the pump off.

“This should be enough to get us home,” Tim said.

“Good,” Swig replied. “To be honest, I don’t feel well. It will be nice to rest.”

Tim wiped his own forehead.

“How about you?” Swig asked. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” he lied. Tim was not only ill at ease, he was sick in the stomach. He could tell something was wrong with him, but he had no desire to worry those he was with.

Tim got back into the jeep and started it up.

“You two okay?” he asked Osck and Janet.

“Please hurry,” was Osck’s only reply.

Tim turned the jeep around and headed toward the highway.

“What’s that?” Osck asked nervously.

Tim looked around but couldn’t see anything. “What’s what?”

“I think he’s talking about what’s behind you,” Swig said politely.

Tim turned his head around. All he could see through the back window were multiple mounds of dirt.

“Go!” Osck screamed.

Tim pressed on the gas like it was a lump of coal that needed to be squeezed into a diamond. The jeep growled and surged forward like a boxy bolt of lightning. In his rearview mirror, Tim could see the avalands barreling directly toward them.

“How many are there?” Tim asked.

“Eight, nine . . . I don’t know, at least twenty.” Swig’s small voice was loaded with panic.

“Let’s see if we can go faster than they can,” Tim hollered.

The jeep curved onto the highway and took off. From the new angle, Tim could see the avalands much better through the rearview mirror. The beasts were as large as small hills, their backs covered with crops and grass. He could see their dirty eyes and their massive mouths that chomped through the dirt as they moved.

The avalands dipped and twisted below the highway, popping back up on the other side. New ones were racing in from the other direction.

“They’re all over,” Janet cried.

“Are they getting closer?” Tim asked.

“What do you want me to say?” Swig asked.

“The truth, remember?”

“Yes,” Swig answered. “They’re getting much closer.”

Tim glanced in the rearview mirror and saw dirt and debris flying everywhere. Large chunks of soil and stone were beginning to pelt the back of the jeep.

“Honk the horn,” Janet suggested.

Tim honked, but nothing happened.

“Go faster,” Osck begged.

“I’m going as fast as I can,” Tim hollered.

The back of the jeep began to lift as the avalands caught up. Tim turned the wheel and flew off the side of the highway and into a field of dead cornstalks. The jeep burned through the field as the avalands hurried to make a wide turn and keep after it.

A large avaland with a back full of grass moved alongside the jeep and thrust its head into the side of the vehicle. The jeep bumped sideways as Janet and Swig screamed.

Another even larger avaland galloped along the other side and butted its huge dirt head into the jeep. The vehicle bounced back and forth between the two beasts as it raced over the rutted field.

Tim wound through two small mounds of earth; the avalands just burrowed through them as if they weren’t there. He then made the mistake of looking into the rearview mirror again. He could see a massive avaland inches behind them. The beast opened its mouth and chomped down on the spare tire attached to the back of the jeep. The avaland ripped the tire off and bucked wildly. It took everything Tim had to keep the vehicle under control.

“They’re all behind us,” Swig said.

The avalands had bunched together as a mammoth herd. They were in a triangle formation, the front one right on the tail of the jeep.

Swig began throwing anything he could find out the shattered back. He nailed one avaland with a tire iron and smacked another one with one of the headrests that had come loose. The attack did nothing to slow the avalands.

The jeep burst out of the cornfield and onto a narrow highway. A large sign in need of repair read Cheney Reservoir. Tim drove off the other side of the road and toward the reservoir. An earth-fill dam sloped up to the highest point where the water was.

Tim drove up the sloping dam as fast as he could.

“Do you know what you’re doing?” Swig asked.

“Nope.”

Janet began to wail louder as the avalands pushed from behind, causing the jeep to jump forward.

“They’re all behind us?” Tim asked, his forehead dripping with perspiration.

“Every one of them,” Swig cried.

The jeep skidded and roared as it climbed the earth-fill dam.

“Is there water up ahead?” Swig asked.

“I sure hope so,” Tim yelled back.

“Osck can’t get wet,” Swig said urgently.

“I know.”

The jeep crested the top of the dam, flying over the lip of it. The avalands simply pushed through the earth dam after it. The jeep came down on the top of the dam, and Tim pulled the wheel to the right as hard as he could. The jeep flipped and rolled two complete times as the avalands shot through the dam and blew out into the reservoir. At their speed and with their size, they had no chance. Some blew hundreds of feet into the water.

Long swatches of dirt floated to the top of the reservoir as the avalands all dissolved, one after another, in an explosion of dirt and water. Heaps of muddy waves and ripples washed up against the side of the dam.

The jeep came to a stop on all four wheels. As dust settled around the vehicle, Tim caught his breath. He looked back at Janet and Osck, amazed that all of them were still in one piece.

“These things are helpful,” Swig said, stretching out his seat belt.

“Wow,” was all Osck had to say.

“You’re okay?” Tim asked.

Janet and Osck nodded.

“Let’s see if this still works,” Tim said, pressing on the gas.

The jeep was beat up, but it moved forward. Tim turned the wheel and headed toward Iowa as the sky turned an uncomfortable shade of brown.

“I hope we make it,” Swig said calmly.

“Me too,” Tim replied.

The jeep shook violently as they drove.

“Are you doing that?” Swig asked.

“No,” Tim yelled. “I think the jeep’s broken, or—”

“They’re still after us,” Osck said dryly.

Tim looked in the rearview mirror. “I don’t see anything . . . I . . . oh, no.”

“What is it?” Swig asked, interested.

“The dam’s breaking,” Tim yelled. “The avalands must have weakened it.”

“Is that bad?”

“It’s worse than bad,” Tim moaned, pressing on the gas as hard as he could. In the rearview mirror he could see the top of the earth-fill dam breaking up as water began to push through.

“Osck can’t get wet!” Janet yelled.

“I know!” Tim yelled back.

The jeep raced along a high road that stretched out from the far side of the dam and ran alongside the river where the dam released water. Tim could see that the dam was continuing to crumble from the top.

“Look,” Swig shouted, pointing in front of them.

Tim was not fond of vulgarity. He had always thought that there were far better ways for people to express themselves than to swear. Many times he had told his sons, Rochester and Darcy, that if a man can’t find a clean word to properly express himself, then he is not very imaginative or bright.

Apparently Tim was a bit dim at the moment.

“That’s a fancy word,” Swig complimented. “What’s it mean?”

“It means we’re in trouble.”

What Swig had pointed out for Tim to look at were more avalands. They were coming from the south, and there were hundreds of them.

“Wait,” Tim said nervously, wiping more sweat off his head. “I have an idea.”

“Osck can’t get wet,” Janet reiterated.

“I know,” Tim yelled.

The dam was spilling over in huge, spastic waves now, water washing away the earth that had successfully held it back for so many years. Tim could hear the howling of air. The water tearing out of the dam was pushing a massive body of wind in front of it. The water was rising up out of the riverbed, wiping out the banks and creating a noise so terrible it made the jeep shiver.

“Tell me how far away the water is,” Tim hollered, looking in his rearview mirror.

“But all I can see is water,” Swig cried.

In front all Tim could see was the mass of avalands. They were racing from the side and almost directly in Tim’s path. The jeep screamed as it flew. Osck and Janet were huddled together moaning, and Swig was holding onto the seat and looking out the back.

“The river’s rising,” Swig cried.

The noise of the approaching water was deafening. And now Tim could hear the roar of the avalands.

“This better work,” Tim screamed.

Tim turned sharply and headed up the steep side of the small gorge. The jeep cried and sputtered as it tore up the rocky incline, the tires throwing dirt and stones everywhere. The water was only inches away from the back tires.

The front tires of the jeep caught the top of the gorge, and the jeep hopped up on top of the ridge just as the water roared by below.

“You made it,” Swig said proudly.

The landscape opened up below and the water from the reservoir spilled out, flooding over the entire valley and washing away every avaland. The beasts screamed and protested, but once surrounded there was nothing they could do but turn to mud. Tim and his group watched the water spread out for miles from safely up above.

“Wow,” Swig said. “That’s a lot of water.”

“It’s like we planned it,” Tim said.

“You really are good with this thing,” Swig said. “What’s it called?”

“A jeep.”

Osck cleared his throat.

Tim pushed on the gas and tore off, heading north and leaving a giant mess behind him.
  

Chapter Thirty-Six

Standing Before Both the Problem and the Answer
 

Leven was tired. Every bone in his body ached and screamed for him to rest awhile. He felt sick in the stomach and worried in the mind. He could feel Foo falling apart and knew very well that it was only a matter of hours before it was completely finished. Despite his pain, Leven kept putting one foot in front of the other, working his way up the dirt trail toward the tree.

“Good or bad?” Clover asked him.

“What?” Leven replied, his thoughts elsewhere.

“Good or bad?” Clover said again. “Is the next thing good or bad?”

“All of them are draining,” Leven replied. “I’m not sure I’m up to it. I can’t see straight.”

“So you feel that too?” Clover asked.

“Feel what?”

“Sick,” Clover said softly. “Geth used to say that in the end we’ll all feel ill and then fade away.”

“I wish he were here,” Leven said seriously.

“But then he’d be making some of the decisions that you should.”

“That’s why I wish he were here, to make some of the decisions.”

“You know who’s good at making decisions?” Clover asked.

“Who?”

“My brother Pebble,” Clover answered. “No matter what’s going on or who’s in charge, he’s always trying to make a decision.”

“Hmm,” Leven replied. “It’d be kinda cool to meet some of your family.”

“There’s a lot of them.”

The ground became harder as they marched around a massive statue of a siid. The statue was covered in moss and bird droppings, and the back third of it had cracked off and fallen to the ground.

“It’s almost as big as a real siid,” Clover whispered.

“I wonder how old it is.”

The forest surrounding the statue creaked and moaned like a wooden ship in a choppy sea.

“I’ve never seen so many trees,” Leven observed. “Everywhere you look there’re hundreds of trees hiding hundreds of ruins. I would love to have seen this place when it wasn’t a grown-over wasteland.”

As if they had heard Leven, the trees thinned just a bit and the overwhelming sweet perfume of flowers filled the air. Large orange flowers carpeted a small valley that was thick with long grass and animals.

“What is that?” Leven asked, pointing to a tiger-looking creature with horns.

“That’s a lorn,” Clover said. “She’ll eat the flowers and then throw them up.”

“Let’s go around,” Leven suggested.

The path of glass wound around the valley up through some thick trees and over a bridge that spanned a weak mountain stream. The sound of some sort of monkey could be heard screaming in the distance.

On the other side of the stream was a tremendous monastery-style building. It was five stories high and as wide as a football field. Its roof was made of thick yellow thatch, and there were dozens of windows and chimneys. Myriads of colorful flags hung from the edge of the roof.

From where Leven stood he could see five sets of doors, all equally spaced apart. The side of the great building was white, but dark beams ran through it, making Leven feel like he was back in Germany. The whole thing looked ancient, and it was covered with great cracks as well as decay and rot.

“Unbelievable,” Leven whispered, starting to walk again.

“You’re not going in there, are you?” Clover asked nervously.

“Of course,” Leven said. “The path leads right to it.”

“But can’t you feel that?”

Leven stopped again and contemplated what he could or couldn’t feel. He could hear Tea birds singing and the wind playing with all the trees. He could see that the sky was still off color and something was wrong with the smaller sun—it was drooping in the center like a fat, middle-aged man. He could see the snow-covered mountain peaks above the monastery. And he could feel the temperature trying to make up its mind, and the soreness in his feet and legs, but he was pretty sure Clover wasn’t talking about that.

“Feel what?”

“It’s heavy,” Clover said. “Something is in that building, and it isn’t nice.”

“I feel fine,” Leven insisted. “And we certainly didn’t come all this way to turn around when we felt scared.”

“Not scared,” Clover said, clinging to Leven’s right arm. “Wrong.”

Leven walked straight to the middle set of doors and stopped. He looked down at the wooden doorknobs; carved on each one was a figure of a key. He reached out and turned the right knob. The knob turned and the door clicked open.

Leven looked down at Clover and shrugged.

He pushed the door open further and it squealed like a pig with a complaint. Leven stopped pushing and Alder was quiet once more.

Leven stepped inside.

“Hello,” he hollered out. “Is anyone here?”

There was no answer, only the sound of Clover, who was trying to be brave by listing things that made him happy.

“ . . . cold pickles, red shoes, pants with lots of pockets . . .”

“Shhh,” Leven insisted.

“ . . . not being told to be quiet, daytime television . . .” Clover said softly.

“Seriously,” Leven said.

Clover shut up.

Just inside the door there was a wide hall with numerous doors leading off of it. Leven opened the first one and saw a bed with a moldy, straw-stuffed mattress, a small table, and a wardrobe. He checked the next door and found the same.

“So was this like a boarding school?” Leven asked.

“You told me not to talk,” Clover said, hurt.

“Not to talk needlessly,” Leven clarified.

“Then yes,” Clover said crisply. “I believe it was a school of some sort.”

Farther down, another wide hall intersected with the main one. It too was loaded with doors. Some of the doors were shut, but a number were hanging open, exposing empty rooms similar to the ones they had already seen.

“I wonder who lived here,” Leven whispered, continuing down the main hall. “Should we check all the rooms?”

“Why?” Clover asked.

“What if what we’re looking for is in one of them?”

“It isn’t,” Clover said.

“How do you know?”

“Because look.” Clover hopped down to the floor and stood in front of Leven. He pointed down the long hall to where the back doors would have been if they were still there. Through the open space Leven could see the base of a very large tree.

“Do you think?” Leven whispered reverently.

“I wouldn’t point at just any tree.”

Leven ran, swooping up Clover with his left hand as he passed him and tossing him up onto his right shoulder. He sped down the hall and out the opening.

Leven stopped and took it all in. He was in a giant courtyard. On all sides there were buildings just like the one he had burst out of. The courtyard they surrounded was overgrown, and there were brick paths crisscrossing it. There were also many spots where thick tree roots shot up straight or arched up and back into the ground. But the most prominent feature was the tree. A single tree stood four stories tall right in the middle of the open space. It had long, knobby, leafy branches that twisted queerly out from the trunk and up into the sky. The bark of the tree looked almost gold, and the odd-shaped branches outlined shifting objects.

It wasn’t the biggest tree Leven had ever seen, but it was the most impressive.

The path of glass wound right up to it and circled its base.

“So do you talk to it?” Clover asked.

“I’ve never done this before,” Leven said. “Remember?”

The two of them walked slowly down the broken glass path. There was no wind or noise in the courtyard; the massive buildings blocked off all such things.

“I mean, do you bow?” Clover asked. “Or curtsy?”

“Isn’t curtsying what girls do?”

“Great,” Clover blushed. “No wonder they always made fun of me.”

Leven stood beside the tree. Its trunk was at least ten feet in diameter, and the gold bark looked fuzzy close up. Dark ivy was woven into the bark, some strands climbing all the way up into the branches.

“Does it talk?” Leven asked.

The tree just stood there, its branches creaking.

“Maybe this isn’t the one,” Clover said. “I mean, it looks old, but oldest? I’m not sure.”

Leven walked slowly around the tree, glass crunching beneath his feet. He looked up and down at the markings and branches on the tree and at the soil it was stuck in.

[image: ]

“The roots are huge,” Leven said, bending down and touching one of the protruding roots.

The tree’s roots shot out from its base and then turned straight down into the soil. Each one looked to be at least three feet in diameter.

“Do we chop it down?” Clover asked.

Leven leaned in and touched the bark. The tree felt warm, like the hood of a vehicle that had just been running. Waves of energy passed from his hand to the trunk.

“I don’t think so,” Leven said.

“Maybe we climb it,” Clover suggested. “We could make an amazing fort in this tree.”

“Shhh, quiet,” Leven requested. “Let me think.”

“That’s the second time you’ve ‘shhhhed’ me,” Clover pointed out. “I know I’m not exactly the perfect sycophant, and I probably deserve it, but—”

“Shhh.”

“Third time,” Clover said, and he disappeared.

Leven rubbed his right hand on the tree. He looked for an opening or some other indication of what he was supposed to do. He had no doubt about it being the right tree. Standing there beneath its branches, Leven felt as if the tree were part of him. Something on the tip of one of the low-hanging branches shimmered under the afternoon sun. Leven walked over and touched the tip of the branch. A hard silver drop was pushing out of the end of the branch like a leaf.

Leven twisted the drop, and it popped off. He tried to bend it, but it was solid. He bent down and tapped it against the glass on the ground.

“A tree that grows metal,” Clover said from on top of Leven’s head.

The tree creaked and crackled some more.

“Do you think it’s trying to say something?” Clover asked.

“I don’t know,” Leven replied. “I don’t speak tree.”

“I bet their language involves a lot of clicking and snapping.”

“Shhh.”

“It’s beginning to hurt,” Clover complained.

“Sorry,” Leven said. “But I’m having a hard time thinking straight. I kind of feel like I’m going to throw up.”

The tree creaked loudly, followed by a pop. Instantly roots shot up from the ground and twisted around Leven. Leven hollered as the roots lifted him up a few feet and turned him around as if examining him. Leven felt exposed and helpless. No gifts came to him, and his body grew cold. After a couple of minutes the roots set him down and disappeared back under the soil.

“What was that?” Clover asked.

Leven was standing and dusting himself off. “I have no idea.”

The tree creaked loudly again, as if telling someone something.

“Okay, okay,” a strange voice said. “I’ll show myself.”

Leven looked up into the branches of the tree and saw a long, fat, sage-green sycophant sitting there. He was wearing a shimmering green robe and small gray moccasins on his feet. His eyes were bright red and glowed slightly in the afternoon light.

“Hello,” Leven said. “I’m—”

“Be quiet,” the sycophant said impatiently. “I know who you are. We’ve actually talked before. But I had my foot on your head that time, and you were less than interesting. I’m sorry to see you’ve made it.”

The tree creaked.

“Sorry,” the sycophant apologized to the tree. “I dealt with him the best I could. I didn’t want to talk to him in your presence.”

“I don’t understand,” Leven said, looking at the sycophant and then back at the tree.

“Most nits don’t. I am Frond,” the sycophant said pompously. “And I speak for the oldest tree.”

Leven just stared, his gold eyes letting off light.

“Okay, then,” Frond said, clearing his throat. “You’ve made it back.”

“I was here before?” Leven said, confused.

“In one of those rooms way over there,” Frond said.

“When I traveled through the puddle I came here?” Leven asked angrily. “And I wasted all that time coming back?”

The tree creaked.

“That voice was you?”

“Yes, it was me,” Frond said to Leven. “You had to finish some things up. Nobody just approaches the tree without being in the right mind. Besides, the tree wasn’t sure you were the one.”

The tree smacked Frond in the back of the head with one of its low branches.

“I take it back,” Frond said. “He was sure; I wasn’t—Alderam Degarus.”

Clover appeared, hanging on the back of Leven’s left shoulder.

“You shouldn’t have brought your sycophant with you,” Frond said. “This was a journey to make alone.”

“You never mentioned that,” Leven pointed out. “And Clover goes wherever I go.”

The tree creaked, and Frond turned to argue with it. “I’m getting to the point. Do you not wish me to use my own words?” The tree creaked again. “Okay, give me some credit.”

“Are you okay?” Leven asked.

“Don’t interrupt,” Frond insisted. He then patted the tree and looked at Leven. “Go ahead.”

“Go ahead what?”

“You must have questions.”

“What am I doing here?” Leven asked impatiently.

Frond swung down from the branches and dropped to the ground in front of Leven. “Since the creation of Foo, a sycophant has been assigned to speak for the tree. I have held the position longer than any. The language is old and complicated.”

“No offense,” Leven said, “but that doesn’t answer my question. Besides, what does the tree want with me?”

“It’s an honor just to gaze at him,” Frond said with affection. “An honor.”

“I’m sure it is,” Leven admitted. “But Foo is falling apart. What does he want from me?”

“He wants you to leave,” Frond said impatiently.

Again the tree smacked Frond and they argued like two old women. “I don’t want to do this. It’s not right. Do you know what it means?”

“Should I give you two some time alone?” Leven asked.

“Yes,” Frond said quickly.

He was smacked again. Frond breathed in deeply and tried to compose himself. He smoothed out his little robe and sighed.

“Do you know about duty?” Frond asked.

“What kind of duty are you talking about?” Leven questioned.

Frond sighed. “Sometimes one is forced to do things because of duty. I’ve always done as I was told, but this is the one time I wish I could stay quiet. You understand that I speak for the tree but not for me.”

“Nice to know,” Leven said, looking at the tree.

“Do you know where you’re standing?” Frond asked.

“Before the oldest tree.”

“Yes, but look at the soil.”

Leven looked down at the soil and glass and grass. He toed the dry dirt and small bits of dead grass broke off.

“I can see the soil,” Leven said.

“Of course,” Frond continued. “Do you know where the roots of this tree reach?”

The tree creaked, and Frond argued with it for another couple of seconds.

“Geth is the lithen?” Frond finally asked.

“Yes,” Leven answered. “What’s—”

“His roots intertwine with those of the oldest tree,” Frond said reluctantly.

Leven looked around at all the roots running through the courtyard.

“Had that tree just been planted, and the seed pure, it would have secured the desolate fate of Foo forever,” Frond said. “But Sabine was foolish enough to curse Geth, placing him in the very seed that otherwise would have ended it all. His act was more foolish than he can ever know.”

“Sabine’s dead,” Leven said. “He’s dead like six times over, so I don’t think it really matters to him.”

“Had that tree grown to fruition, it would have held Reality to Foo by the roots of this tree. No need for dreams to bind us together.”

“So you’re with the Dearth?” Leven said angrily.

“No,” Frond snapped. “I speak for the tree. And the tree believes that Foo must be restored, no matter the cost. The Dearth wishes for the end of everything—nothing but soil.”

“So why am I here?” Leven asked.

“You’re Leven Thumps.” Frond began to cry. “You’re from the line of humans who were directly woven into the fabric of Foo from the beginning. You’re the last, save your father, who apparently was too weak from the beginning.”

“How do you know?” Leven asked.

“Foo has been aware of his dreams,” Frond said. “They are as weak and selfish as the Dearth’s. You, despite your age, have thought only of others since the moment you were chosen. Foo must have that, and your father lacks it even until this day. I saw how he treated you just now.”

“That was you following us?” Leven asked.

Frond nodded and scratched the back of his right ear with his left foot.

“So what do I do?”

“I have protected this tree for hundreds of years,” Frond said sadly. “As did my father before me and his father before him. My grandfather was alive when they built these great buildings, cutting the tree off from all wind. His branches hear no Lore Coils, and the wind delivers no news of trouble or pain. He has stood here holding the soil of Foo taut and keeping things in place. But now the balance is too far gone; the siids wobble and fade, and even the sky grows mushy. The Dearth has stolen all sustenance from the soil, and the tree has fed off of nothing but dreams for the last many years. Now even the dreams have stopped. Look at his leaves.”

Leven and Clover looked at the leaves of the tree, which began to curl and yellow as they stared.

“In another day, his branches will be completely bare and his trunk will begin to harden. It’s over.” Frond began to sob, looking and sounding like a completely different sycophant from the one they had first met.

“This is uncomfortable,” Clover whispered into Leven’s right ear. “Maybe we should just back away slowly.”

“I still don’t understand why I’m here,” Leven pressed.

“The tree produces metal,” Frond said, drying his eyes. “It is a miracle if you believe in those things, or a marvel, if you prefer. The seven keys that were designed to protect Foo were fashioned from the metal this tree made. He has also produced the metal that will finish him off.”

Frond looked up at the tree. After a moment of silence, an axe dropped from the leaves. Frond picked up the axe and reluctantly lifted it toward Leven. The tree pushed the sycophant forward with the end of one of his branches.

“What?” Leven asked. “I’m supposed to chop it down?”

Frond handed him the axe.

“This tree wants me to chop it down?”

“It is the only way,” Frond cried. “Foo will be restored once the tree is gone and a new one is planted.”

The tree shivered, and a large seed fell to the ground in front of Leven. Leven leaned down and picked up the seed.

Leven hefted the axe. “I chop down this tree and Foo is restored?”

Frond nodded.

“That’s it?” Leven asked.

Frond nodded again.

“The Dearth will be pulled from the soil?”

“Yes.”

“The balance will be restored and the dreams will re-commence?”

“Plant the seed and Foo will be as it was in its beginning days,” Frond wailed. “Clean, with no darkness.”

“And Reality?”

“They will never know what happened,” Frond said. “But their dreams will be stronger and more powerful than they have been in a long time. You will have saved them all and they will have no knowledge of it.”

“All that by just chopping this tree down?” Leven asked, confused. “There has to be a catch.”

“There is,” Frond said. “You and all those you’ve traveled with will die.”

Clover gasped. “Does that mean me too? ’Cause technically I haven’t ‘traveled with’ him; I’ve led the way.”

The tree poked Frond. “All right,” he admitted, “those you’ve traveled with won’t die. I made that part up.”

“I take it you don’t want me to chop down this tree,” Leven said compassionately.

“Don’t try to understand me,” Frond shrieked, baring his teeth. “I do as I’m told, but only if I am told by the tree.”

“What about Geth and Winter?” Leven asked. “They’re in Reality.”

“They will stay there,” Frond said. “The exits will be closed and new keys will be required.”

“So I die and they’re trapped there?”

“I didn’t say it just like that,” Frond argued.

Leven looked at the axe. He looked at the tree and saw age and softness and wisdom.

“I still don’t understand,” Leven said.

The tree creaked and moaned.

“It’s not an end,” Frond said sadly. “It’s a beginning prophesied from the creation of time—a renewal. Everything decays, and it is time to clean the rot. And you’re the only person alive who can do it.”

Frond sobbed.

Clouds moved in above the tree and great bolts of pink light flashed over the tops of the mountains. Leven wobbled as the ground rolled.

The tree moaned loudly.

“What did it say?” Leven asked.

“Nothing,” Frond lied. The tree poked him from behind. “I can’t say it,” Frond cried and then disappeared.

Leven looked at the axe in his hands.

“It’s a beautiful tree,” Clover said reverently.

Leven threw back the axe and swung.
  

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Explaining to Yourself
 

The town of Dependence, Iowa, was as scared and crazy as all of the other towns and places Tim had just driven through. The only difference was that this was home. Tim’s heart raced and his hands became sweaty. He had honestly thought that he would never make it back. Now here he was with Janet, Osck, and Swig.

“It looks like the city has been picked up and shaken,” Janet said weakly.

All over there were cars overturned and stores with broken windows. Three police cars passed them going south while two passed them going north. Tim looked at the gas gauge.

“We barely made it,” he said to Swig.

“I know,” Swig replied. “She’s hardly there anymore.”

Tim looked in the rearview mirror and his whirling heart fell. Janet was fading fast. He pushed on the gas and exited the highway, flying down into their old neighborhood.

Tim knew the city of Dependence well. He had picked up trash at almost every home there. And he knew the street he was now on particularly well. He could see his home at the end with the red door, but he turned into the curb instead, coming to a stop in front of Winter’s old house. Tim could see the curtains move as somebody peeked out.

“Hurry,” Tim yelled.

Osck tried to help Janet out of the jeep. There was even less for him not to be able to hold onto than before. They stepped along the very same uneven sidewalk that Janet the whisp had been created on and up to the door. Tim reached out and rang the doorbell.

There was no answer.

“I know someone’s in there,” Tim said, ringing the bell again.

“There’s a key beneath the rock,” Janet said weakly.

Tim picked up a big rock near a dead shrub and pulled out the key. He stuck it in the lock and opened the door.

“Hello,” Tim yelled out. “Janet?”

“Who is it?” the fleshy Janet yelled back from somewhere in the house. “I have a gun.”

“It’s me, Tim Tuttle. I live down the street. I was here about Winter.”

“So what?” Janet yelled back. “What’d you want? My money? My food?”

“No,” Tim hollered, stepping into the house.

“How’d you get in?” the fleshy Janet demanded, still not showing herself.

“It’s complicated,” Tim answered.

He motioned for Osck and wispy Janet to follow him. He then positioned wispy Janet in front of a white section of wall where she showed up best.

“Get out of my house,” fleshy Janet yelled.

“No,” Tim said back.

“Janet,” wispy Janet said to herself. “Come out, it’s me.”

“Who said that?”

Fleshy Janet slowly emerged from the kitchen holding a baseball bat. She was wearing the exact same yellow housecoat as her whisp version, but her eyes were puffier and her hair was as ratted and messed up as a crow’s nest.

Janet looked at her whisp self and gasped. “What is this?” she asked, frightened. “Is it a trick?”

“No trick,” Tim said gently.

“What’s that?” she asked, pointing at Osck.

“That’s Osck.”

“This isn’t right,” she insisted. “Get out.”

Tim ignored her request and kept talking. “A couple of weeks ago when you walked out to get the mail you accidentally stepped where you shouldn’t have and part of you was taken to Foo.”

“Foo?” fleshy Janet asked. “The place they keep talking about?”

Wispy Janet nodded.

“That’s me?” she pointed.

Another nod.

“I don’t believe—”

“Shut up,” wispy Janet ordered. “Just be quiet for a second. You—we—always did have a hard time letting anyone else speak. But I’m dying. In a few moments I’ll be gone. And I don’t care so much about that as I do about dying without you realizing how wrong we were. We had Winter for almost thirteen years and we treated her like garbage. No offense, Tim.”

“None taken,” Tim replied.

“Still, somehow she turned out to be a remarkable person who is at this moment trying to save the world.”

“Winter?” fleshy Janet said.

Wispy Janet nodded. “I—you—were wrong. So wrong to have treated her the way we did.”

“I did my best,” fleshy Janet said indifferently.

“We did our worst,” fading Janet cried. “We should have loved her. I know . . .”

“She’s going,” Swig said with alarm.

Osck tried to grab at her, but it was useless. Wispy Janet pulsated lightly and then faded, and faded, and faded.

“Be sorry,” she mouthed to her bulkier self as she disappeared completely.

Osck fell to his knees crying.

“No,” he wailed.

He turned over and over on the rug, writhing in agony. He then stopped, arching his back. His body flared a bright red; then, like a cold brick of coal, he dimmed to nothing but white ash. His form collapsed on fleshy Janet’s floor in a small pile of grey dust.

Janet looked at Tim, her eyes as wide as Frisbees. “That was real?”

“Very.”

“I came back to tell myself I was sorry?”

Tim nodded.

“I’ve not been feeling well for weeks,” she cried.

“You weren’t completely yourself.”

Fleshy Janet stepped over to her couch and sat down. Then, in a display of mucus, tears, and old makeup that might never be duplicated, she began to sob.

“I can’t believe anyone ever wanted to leave Foo for this,” Swig whispered reverently.

At the moment Tim had no rebuttal.
  

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Cloverine
 

The axe swung swiftly and silently through the air. The tool felt like an extension of Leven’s body. The act felt so natural, which is why what happened next was such a surprise to Leven.

Frond pounced from the tree and onto Leven’s arm, throwing his swing downward and into the ground. Bits of glass and soil shot up as Leven fell to the ground rolling. The axe bounced and flew across the courtyard while the clouds above began to rain blue streaks down.

“What are you doing?” Leven yelled.

“I won’t let you do it,” Frond screamed, baring his small white teeth. He leapt up from the ground, aiming for Leven’s neck.

“No way,” Clover hollered, moving in from the right side and knocking Frond down. “Nobody bites my burn but me.”

Frond and Clover rolled across the ground swatting at one another.

Foo shifted, and Leven had to brace himself against the tree to keep from falling. The tree moaned and creaked.

Frond disappeared.

“Alderam Degarus!” Leven yelled.

Frond reappeared midleap, diving for Leven. Clover sprang up and grabbed Frond by the ankles, causing both of them to hit the ground inches away from Leven.

“This isn’t about you,” Frond yelled. “You filthy sycophant.”

“Do you sing to your mother with that mouth?” Clover yelled back.

Frond looked confused. He grabbed Clover’s arm and yanked it backwards. Clover yelped and twisted, falling onto his back against the ground.

“Chop the tree,” Clover yelled out.

Leven scrambled onto his feet and ran for the axe. He picked it up, spun around, and got a face full of Frond. Frond was on his head scratching away at his hair and pulling clumps out.

“Stop!” Leven screamed.

Clover scurried up Leven and attacked Frond from behind, desperately trying to pull the sycophant off of Leven.

“I speak for the tree,” Frond screamed.

“Who cares?” Clover screamed back. Clover ripped Frond from Leven’s head and the two of them flew to the ground, crashing into a protruding root. Clover cried out and tried to twist out from under Frond, but Frond was kicking madly. He grabbed Clover’s ears and pulled.

A high-pitched screaming, like that of a yodeler being branded, rang out.

“Clover!” Leven yelled.

“Just chop the tree,” Clover yelled back.

Leven looked at the axe in his hand and then swung. Frond barreled into Leven’s left leg, causing him to flip forward and land on his face.

The axe slid up against the tree.

Clover jumped onto Frond’s shoulders, grabbed Frond’s eyebrows, and yanked up as hard as he could. Frond screamed and threw his head forward, propelling Clover down hard against the ground.

“Stay out of this,” Frond demanded.

“No way,” Clover yelled.

“You have no idea what’s at stake!”

“I don’t think I’d act any differently if I did,” Clover smiled.

“I speak for the tree,” Frond insisted.

“I speak for myself,” Clover insisted back.

The two of them leapt forward simultaneously, smacking into each other and tumbling to the side. Frond wrapped his right leg around Clover’s waist and spun him like a top. Clover whirled away yelping.

Leven got up and looked around for the axe. Frond spotted it first. He picked it up and hurled it across the courtyard.

“What are you doing?” Leven hollered. “You told me to cut the tree down.”

“I changed my mind.”

“What does the tree think?” Leven asked. “Foo is falling apart.”

The clouds above broke up just enough to show the smallest sun falling from the sky. The wind up above the monastery was swirling madly and pushing down into the courtyard.

“The tree will live,” Frond said.

Clover dashed in from the side, wrapped his arms around Frond, and tackled him. Leven didn’t waste a second. He ran to the axe, picked it up, and threw it at the tree. The axe whirled through the air but was stopped by Frond, who had pulled away from Clover just in time.

Frond threw the axe away as the tree smacked him from behind. The axe flew across the courtyard and through one of the windows.

“Get it,” Clover yelled. “I’ll hold him off.”

Leven scrambled to his feet and raced across the courtyard and into the building. The axe had flown through a third-story window, so Leven had to find some stairs. He spotted some at the end of the hall. He ran quickly, took the stairs three at a time, and spilled out on the third floor.

The axe was in the third room he checked. He picked it up and shoved the handle down the back of his pants. He then ran down the stairs and outside. Clover had just thrown Frond down against the glass path, and Frond was now picking glass from his fur and calling Clover names.

“Nit lover,” Frond yelled. “We have served for too long. Our moment is now.”

“I don’t even really know what that means,” Clover admitted, jumping on top of Frond and punching him directly in the face.

Frond’s small nose began to bleed. Clover looked at his fist, amazed by what he had done. Frond used the moment to flip Clover back over and pin him to the ground.

“No axe?” Clover yelled out as Leven came running up.

“I couldn’t find it,” Leven lied. “You’re faster.”

Clover rolled out from under Frond’s hold and shot toward the building. Frond followed after him. Leven moved to the tree and pulled the axe from the back of his pants.

The tree moaned deeply.

“Man, I hope you’re telling me to chop you down,” Leven said seriously. He then drew the axe back and with all his strength threw his arms forward. Leven spun in a circle and stumbled to the ground.

Frond had stolen the axe from his grip at the last moment.

“I’m not stupid,” Frond wailed.

Leven leaned up on his hands. “Well, you’re confusing.”

Clover was back. “I couldn’t find . . . hey, I thought you . . . oh.”

The sky turned red.

“I have obeyed every wish this tree has ever whispered,” Frond said. “But I’ve decided that I can’t let you chop it down. I love this tree.”

Leven closed his eyes. It had been some time since he had felt the kind of calm he needed to rest his eyes and look to the future.

There was nothing there. It reminded Leven of the scene he had witnessed when the Dearth had shown him the future. It was so dark and depressing Leven could barely breathe.

“Are you okay?” Clover asked. “Your eyes are wigging out.”

Leven stood up and looked down at Frond. “Give me the axe.”

“No.”

The tree jabbed Frond hard enough in the back to cause him to throw the axe forward. It landed at Leven’s feet. Leven picked it up and turned it in his hand.

“Move,” Leven commanded.

“I won’t let you do it,” Frond raged. He sprang toward Leven’s arm with his teeth bared. It was greatly forbidden for one sycophant to bite another sycophant’s burn—especially if it was out of anger. But Frond’s mind was warped, and the bit of his brain that showed him right from wrong was buried by a much larger, angrier bit that was looking to protect the tree.

Clover pulled one of the sticks he had refused to burn from his void and, holding it with both hands, shoved it toward Frond. Frond’s teeth bit down, hit the stick, and snapped it in two.

“How dare you?” Frond screamed. “If you had any idea of position and rank, you would bow to me and do my bidding.”

“Well, I guess I’m lucky I have no idea,” Clover yelled back.

Frond jumped forward and pushed Clover’s shoulders back down and against the ground. “This isn’t your fight.”

Clover closed his eyes and threw his hands to the side as if to deflect the blows. No blows came.

Clover opened his eyes.

Frond was sitting on him looking baffled. There were dark red marks across Frond’s chest, and the marks seemed to be oozing. Clover looked at his hands and marveled.

“Finally,” Clover whispered.

Leven looked down at Clover and smiled. “You got your claws.”

Most sycophants’ claws grew in when they were posted as guards on the shores of Sycophant Run. The claws would stay for the few years they served and then fall off. Clover, however, had never gotten his claws. It was a source of great embarrassment to him. Now, right when he needed them most, they had finally appeared.

“Claws?” Frond said, confused. He jumped off of Clover as quickly as he could.

Clover sprang to his feet and swiped his claws though the air. Frond looked like he had just swallowed something disgusting.

“Leven,” Clover said calmly, “chop down that tree.”
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Frond turned as if to make a move, but Clover simply scraped his claws together. The sound was full of pain and portend. Frond began to sob.

“Do you cry for the tree as well?” Clover asked.

Leven gripped the axe, stepped forward, and swung. The axe sliced into the tree’s trunk, sending out sparks of fire from bits of metal in the wood. Leven fell down unconscious next to it.
  

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Hurry Up and Wait
 

There are people who believe in you. You might not always believe that yourself, but there are—parents, teachers, neighbors, relatives, me. I know that no matter what is thrown at you, you’ll recover amazingly.

Leven lived the first thirteen years of his life surrounded by people who didn’t believe in him. They may have stunted his growth or knocked him down a hundred pegs or so, but they couldn’t erase the fact that he was something much more than they believed. Every time they told him he was nothing, they simply made it that much more difficult for him to believe he was something. But once the darkness of their influence and attitude was removed from his life, Leven truly began to understand that he was much more than he had ever thought. And part of the reason he felt like he did now was because of Geth.

Even as a toothpick, Geth had made sure that Leven understood what he really was. And as a man, Geth had followed through, never wavering in his belief in Leven.

Never.

Geth knew that in the end Leven would not only become what he must, he would believe wholeheartedly in what he was doing.

“I hope Leven comes through,” Winter said.

“Don’t worry,” Geth smiled. “He will.”

The helicopter settled onto the ground and the rotors instantly began to slow. Geth, Winter, Phoebe, Ezra, and Lilly jumped out.

“I can’t believe we made it,” Winter said.

“Not all of us did,” Ezra said angrily.

“Sorry,” Winter tried.

Ezra crawled under the collar of Geth’s robe.

“Where are we?” Phoebe asked.

“Burnt Culvert, Oklahoma,” Geth answered.

The helicopter had landed in the field just next to the Rolling Greens Deluxe Mobile Home Park. They had seen the rubble and debris from the air and decided it would be best to land outside of it. The weather was calm at the moment, but they had seen avalands and telts not too far away while flying.

“Come on,” Geth waved.

They trudged across the field and into the mobile home park. Trash and pieces of building were strewn everywhere. A couple of tractors were moving stuff around while residents were shifting through the wreckage looking for personal belongings or valuables.

“Reality is messy,” Lilly observed.

“It’s not always this bad,” Winter said.

They all followed Geth through the devastation and back to 1712 Andorra Court. That piece of property was completely cleared. All the topsoil was gone, and all that was left was the stump sticking out of the ground.

“There it is,” Winter smiled.

Geth stared at his old bottom half as Ezra crawled out from beneath his collar.

“That’s us?” Ezra asked.

Geth nodded.

The stump was wide and hardening already. Ezra jumped down and felt it.

“It’s cold,” he said. “We came all this way and killed Dennis for a cold stump?”

“We came to wait,” Geth said calmly.

“For what?”

“For Leven.”

“You’re kidding, right?” Ezra barked. “We’re not just going to wait.”

“I suppose we could help people clean up a bit.”

“Girl!” Ezra called out. “Big eyes!”

Winter turned from what she was looking at. “Are you talking to me?”

“Well, I’m not talking to the pretty one,” Ezra snapped. “Did you know that we came all this way and killed Dennis just to wait?”

Winter nodded, and Ezra swore accordingly. “Pretty one!” he then yelled.

Phoebe floated over.

“Did you know that we were coming all this way and killing Dennis to sit here and wait?”

Phoebe looked sad. She reached down toward the stump to touch Ezra.

“Don’t touch me,” Ezra hollered. “You’ll just make me angrier. Listen, I don’t know how the soft half of me operates, but I don’t fly across the world and kill somebody harmless just to wait. That is a sorry plan even if part of me did make it up. Now we’re here—why?”

“To wait,” Geth said.

“Not you, you big sack of moisture,” Ezra ranted. “Why?”

Winter sat down on the ground leaning against the stump.

“Sorry about Dennis,” she said.

“What?” Ezra growled.

“Sorry about Dennis,” Winter said again. “I know how much he meant to you.”

“Where’s this coming from?” Ezra demanded. “I could care less what happened to . . . Dennis.” Ezra began to sob. He lay down on the stump and cried his eye out while Winter gently patted him on the back with her index finger.

“He was so stupid,” Ezra wailed. “But he had a sort of janitorial smarts.”

“I know,” Winter soothed.

“He saved my life,” Ezra admitted. “And his pants were always so neatly pressed.”

“He did look clean,” Phoebe tried.

“And now that big lumpy part of me,” Ezra turned over just enough to point up at Geth. “That big lumpy part just wants to sit here waiting—or, worse yet, wants me to help clean up. I hate cleaning up.”

“How about you just rest here on your stump?” Winter suggested. “We shouldn’t have to wait long.”

Ezra turned over and lay flat on his crooked back. With his one eye looking up and his arms stretched out, he looked just about as pathetic as a fancy toothpick could.

“He really was a decent person,” Ezra sniffed.

“Just rest.”

“He didn’t say a lot, but when he did talk it was so funny.”

Winter looked at Phoebe and Geth, not knowing how to respond to that.

“He . . .”

Ezra passed out from exhaustion.
  

Chapter Forty

Sticks and Stones
 

The English county of Wiltshire was normally quaint and serene. Thousands of tourists traversed its roads, but most of them were polite and simply in search of a photo op. You see, the county of Wiltshire is home to Stonehenge, one of the world’s most famous landmarks—earthen ditches built around large, oddly stacked slabs of stone sticking up from the green countryside. Yes, normally it was quite a nice place to visit, and certainly the sort of place you would want to bring your camera.

But things weren’t normal.

The Dearth had been showing up all over North America. He had moved through the soil at lightning speed, capturing any dark, dead souls long buried there. He had also reached above the soil in over a thousand places, pulling unsuspecting animals or people down into the earth.

He had shown up in Portsmouth, Maine, at a petting zoo. Children were simply petting and playing when thousands of thin, dark strings had shot up and dragged every last animal down into the soil.

The Dearth was enjoying the freedom and the seemingly limitless amount of soil in Reality. He had pushed under the Atlantic Ocean, and bits of him had begun to show up all over Europe.

The world was scared to death.

In Wiltshire County, not far from Stonehenge, the first signs of darkness had just appeared. A farmer was moving his sheep out of a pasture and into a barn with a solid floor when all of a sudden the ground began to rumble and crack. Innumerable tentacles flashed upward, wrapping themselves around the sheep and farmer.

Currently dozens of police cars were racing to the scene, not having any idea what they could actually do to stop the phenomenon.

“Do we shoot it?” one officer asked as they drove. He was sitting in the back of a white van filled with six other police officers.

“They say bullets go right through,” the lead officer said.

“Tie it up?” another questioned.

“I don’t think that’ll work; it’s just a bunch of black strings.”

“So why are we racing there?” a third one asked. “This is mental. Maybe we should be racing home to our families.”

“I agree,” another officer said. “The world is a mess. What good can—”

The police officers’ complaining was temporarily halted. And two of the officers swore—which of course is wrong even though when someone swears with an English accent it never sounds quite as bad.

The driver slammed on the brakes. There before them, rising out of the green countryside, was what looked like a black, bubbling mountain. It looked almost as if someone had struck oil and now it was shooting out of the earth. Except for the fact that this blackness had a face and arms and was moving forward.

“I never,” one of the officers whispered.

The rest began to pray or chatter.

The Dearth pulled himself up, standing two hundred feet out of the soil. The bottom of him rippled and flowed into the ground while his top half bubbled and popped. His head was gigantic and round, with bits of earth all over it. On his face were two deep pits for eyes and a large, gaping mouth. Long gone was the quaint little friendly Englishman. The true Dearth was alive and huge.

The Dearth opened his mouth and screamed.

Millions of tiny stones and bits of earth flew out from around him. A helicopter half a mile away fell from the sky.

“Turn around,” one of the police officers yelled. “Get us out of here.”

“But we’ve got to stop it,” another more valiant officer said.

“How?” six officers screamed in unison.

The Dearth shuffled toward Stonehenge and picked up one of the massive rocks with his long, sticky right arm. He heaved the rock, and it blasted into one of the police cars, sending it flying hundreds of feet.

“Get out of here,” those in the van yelled.

The Dearth grabbed another stone and threw it into a small house, obliterating the two-hundred-year-old structure and creating a crater in the ground.

The sound of jets approaching from the south grew louder and louder. Then, almost magically, the planes appeared, firing at the Dearth. The Dearth just stood there absorbing every shot that hit him. The jets circled back and fired heavily at the Dearth again. Once more the Dearth just stood there absorbing their shots.
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As the planes were circling around for a third time, the Dearth began to swell and expand. Then, just as the jets reached him, the Dearth expelled every shot that had been fired into him. The sky was filled with shrapnel flying in all directions. Two jets exploded and a third flew into the ground.

Some of the police officers were actually crying now.

The Dearth roared, and any trees within a mile in front of him were stripped of their leaves. The black monster picked up another piece of Stonehenge and threw it toward the police van. It missed, but the vibration from the stone hitting the ground caused the van to jump three feet before settling back down on the road.

“Get us out of here!” one police officer yelled.

The van raced down the street with its siren blaring as stone after stone smacked down next to it. The driver swerved and dodged as best he could, believing the next one would destroy them completely.

A stone came down two hundred feet in front of them on the road, creating a huge divot in the earth. The van swerved and drove out over the countryside.

“This isn’t good,” one of the police officers said, sweating.

More jets arrived on the scene, and through the rear windows of the van the officers could see the Dearth sinking back into the earth.

“How do we beat that?” one cried.

“I’m not sure we can,” another replied.

The van sped as quickly as it could away from the action.
  

Chapter Forty-One

All Together Again
 

There’s nothing like coming home after being gone a long while. There’s just something you can’t duplicate about walking down the street you once lived on and stepping up to the door of the house you call home. But imagine that feeling if you had been gone for weeks. Or what if you had been taken to another realm and told you would never get back to see the ones you loved and left behind? What if you believed that you would never again touch the dishes you once set the table with or drink from the cups you once drank from or slept in the bed you once slept in? What if you had a husband or a wife and children waiting for you, but you had no way of telling them that you might never make it back? But then, what if you made it back?

That would be a pretty nice feeling.

Tim had stayed with Janet for a short while more. He had explained a number of things, told her all he knew about wispy Janet and Osck, and filled her in on Winter. Janet had cried and nodded the whole time, staring at Tim as if he were a ghost himself. At one point she had stopped him and told him she didn’t believe it, that she had just imagined her wispy self. At that point Tim had let Swig materialize and tell her she wasn’t imagining.

Janet had touched Swig and cried.

Now Tim was running down the street heading toward his home. He could see that a light was on in the kitchen window and that the grass needed mowing.

“Which one is it?” Swig asked.

“The yellow one with the red door,” Tim replied happily.

They ran up the sidewalk and straight to the door. Tim tried the knob, but it was locked. Fighting the urge to pound the door down, he reached over and pressed the doorbell.

A polite chime sounded.

Tim stood there with his heart in his throat and his feet begging to move.

“Who is it?” Tim’s wife, Wendy, asked through the door.

“Tim.”

Never in the history of mankind had three little letters evoked so much happiness and joy. Never had they announced so clearly that things, although bad, were about to get better. And never in the span of time had the name Tim been so wonderful to hear.

The door flew open, there were screams, and then the kind of hugs that happen when you thought your children were missing and then you found them were given all around.

“How?”

“Where?”

“Winter?”

“Why?”

“Foo?”

Wendy had her red hair down, and her eyes, which had been heavy with sorrow and care just moments ago, now shone with light. She kissed her husband repeatedly on the face and neck. Tim’s two boys, Darcy and Rochester, wouldn’t let go of him. He finally had to fall back into a chair and pull them both onto his lap.

“You went to Foo?” Darcy asked.

Tim nodded.

“No way,” Rochester said.

Wendy clung to Tim’s right arm as he sat there, as if it were the last life preserver in the time of Noah.

Swig cleared his throat, and all of them looked around.

“What was that?” Wendy asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Tim smiled. “I brought you something from Foo. Swig?”

Swig materialized on top of Tim’s left shoulder—posing in such a way as to look slightly majestic. All three of them jumped back. Wendy screamed.

“What is it?” Darcy asked in amazement.

“He’s a sycophant,” Tim said. “His name is Swig.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Swig said, bowing just a bit.

All three of them let their jaws drop to the floor.

“Will he bite?” Rochester asked.

“Not unless you wish me to,” Swig said.

“You know, Swig,” Tim said, “we’re not in Foo anymore. You’re welcome to think for yourself.”

Swig smiled. “Well, then, I don’t bite.”

The whole family gathered around the small, furry creature, marveling over him and over the fact that they were all together again. In a world where everything was wrong, it was nice to feel right, even if for just a moment.
  

Chapter Forty-Two

There’s Nothing Better Than Brisket
 

The Rolling Greens Deluxe Mobile Home Park was none of the above. It was more like Burnt Culvert’s newest landfill. Like the rest of the world, it had been picked on by strange things and left for dead.

Dooley Hornbackle had brought in a number of tractors to remove debris and help clear things out, but so far they hadn’t made a dent. Had the Rolling Greens Deluxe Mobile Home Park been torn apart during an average time in history, its inhabitants might very well have been able to roll up their sleeves, work hard, and one day restore the place. But the park had been torn apart during one of Reality’s most trying and difficult times. There were thousands of places in need, and nobody knew when their needs would be met.

The only structure still standing was the cement shelter in the middle of the park. Most of the residents had found other places to stay, and only a few were bothering to come back and search the wreckage for salvageable items or personal mementos.

Geth and Winter and Phoebe and Lilly had left Ezra to sleep it off. They were walking around the park helping anyone who wanted help. But soon the sky began to turn white and red, and what sounded like vulgar thunder rang though the air. The thunder had evidently taken on the bad habit of the thunder in Foo and was calling people names.

“Pathetic,” the thunder cracked.

Mr. Hornbackle spotted them and asked Geth to help him lift a bed off of a car. Geth helped, and Mr. Hornbackle then offered them brisket sandwiches and remarkably cold root beer. They sat under a sturdy tent out of the wind, near what used to be the entrance to the park.

“Oh,” Phoebe said after taking her first bite and sip. “Now I see why people like Reality.”

“It’ll never be the same,” Mr. Hornbackle said with a loud sigh.

“What won’t?” Geth asked.

“The world,” he replied. “It’s been a long time coming. I always suspected things would fall apart; I just didn’t think it would involve a whole other world.”

“Foo, you mean?” Winter asked.

“Foo,” he echoed softly. “You know, I was a pilot in World War II. We chased some lights over Germany one time that later became known as Foo fighters. That was a scary time, but now I fear Foo even more.”

“You shouldn’t,” Geth said. “There’s nothing to fear but selfishness.”

“Another sandwich?” Dooley offered.

As Dooley handed Geth his second sandwich, Geth noticed the old man leaning to one side. “Are you okay?” he asked.

Dooley didn’t answer but continued to tip until he was lying on his right side with his eyes wide open.

“Dooley!” Winter said.

He didn’t blink or move in the slightest.

“It’s happening,” Geth said.

“What’s happening?” Winter asked.

“Everything’s changing,” Geth answered. “We’re moving into the third day. Those who are older will fall first. Dooley might never get up again if Leven doesn’t come through.”

“My wings don’t work,” Phoebe revealed. “I didn’t want to alarm anyone, but they stopped working a while ago.”

“I don’t understand how Leven can affect any of this,” Winter said. “He’s so far away. We should never have left him in Foo.”

“Don’t say that!” Geth snapped, banging the picnic table. The reaction was so unlike Geth that both Phoebe’s and Winter’s jaws dropped. “Those who doubt fate will be among the first to go. Leven will come through.”

“Are you okay?” Winter asked.

“I don’t know,” Geth answered honestly. “I need to talk to Ezra.”

Dooley groaned.

“Do you think he would mind if I took another one of those sandwiches?” Phoebe asked.

“I don’t think he’s going to mind anything for a while,” Winter replied, grabbing another sandwich herself and handing it to Lilly.

Once they were out from under the tent, a timid rain began to fall and the thunder picked up its insults.

“Flightless,” it mocked Phoebe.

“It’s so personal,” she said.

“Hurry,” Geth urged.

They worked their way back to 1712 Andorra Court. When they were about a hundred feet away, Geth ran to the stump. There was nothing there besides the purple tassel and the bent paper clip. Small flecks of green nail polish lined where Ezra had once lain.

“Where is he?” Lilly asked.

“I don’t believe it,” Geth said, kneeling next to the stump.

“He soaked in?” Phoebe asked innocently.

“He’s gone,” Geth said sadly.

“That’s a good thing, right?” Lilly asked.

“I don’t know,” Geth answered honestly.

Winter put her hand on Geth’s back and rubbed it as the rain picked up. The small bits of green nail polish ran off the stump, followed by the purple tassel. All that was left was the bent paper clip. Winter picked it up and put it in her pocket.

It is only appropriate to point out that, despite his anger and hatred, Ezra had done his bit to fight for Foo. His life was also a fantastic reminder that even the smallest bit of anger can cause damage and unnecessary drama in our lives.

“It’s getting close,” Geth said seriously. “I have been alive for a long time and I’m not sure I ever thought this time would come.”

They all just stood there getting wetter and wetter and staring at the stump. They might very well have stood there all day if it had not been for the loud cracking noise that shot through the air and shook the ground.

Geth and Phoebe fell down.

“Look,” Winter yelled, pointing at the stump. “Look.”

Geth and Phoebe watched the stump as it raised up two feet into the air.

“Is that because of Ezra?” Phoebe asked.

“Leven’s knocking,” Geth smiled. “Are you two—”

Lilly cleared her throat.

“Excuse me,” Geth said. “Are you three ready?”

Nobody answered; they just stared at the stump, waiting. Had they turned around and looked all the way down the road back toward the entrance to the mobile home park, they might have been able to see long strands of black shoot up into the air and pull Dooley Hornbackle down into the soil.
  

Chapter Forty-Three

Outta Whack
 

“Get up,” Clover pleaded.

Leven just lay there on the ground, his body completely limp and his arms spread to his sides. The axe he had hit the tree with was lying on the ground next to him. Clover looked at the damage the chop had done. There was a good-sized gash in the trunk of the tree. Frond was rubbing something on the gash and crying.

“Get up,” Clover yelled to Leven.

“He’s probably dead,” Frond said coldly.

“He’s not dead,” Clover replied, flashing his claws.

Foo rumbled and the oldest tree’s branches shook and trembled. It moaned and creaked.

“What did it say?” Clover asked.

“It said to get out of here,” Frond answered.

The tree bonked Frond on the head.

“I’m trying to save you,” Frond told the tree.

Leven mumbled and began to stir. He rolled over onto his right side and opened his eyes.

“Are you okay?” Clover asked.

“Ouch,” was all Leven could answer.

“You can lie there for a bit,” Clover said. “But I’m kind of worried we’re running out of time.”

Leven sat up. “How long have I been out?”

“Just a few minutes,” Clover answered.

Leven saw the axe lying there and looked at the tree.

“You didn’t tell me it would hurt so much,” Leven said to Frond. “I feel like a giant bruise.”

“I was hoping you weren’t the one,” Frond said. “A normal person wouldn’t have felt anything.”

“Well, then, let’s get a normal person to chop the tree down,” Leven insisted.

“I tried to stop you,” Frond said hotly. “I warned you. Now leave.”

Leven stood up and dusted off his palms on the legs of his pants. He looked down at the axe and nonchalantly reached out his hand. The axe lifted from the ground and flew to his hand.

Leven was as surprised as the rest of them.

“I couldn’t do that before,” Leven said as a strong wind began to tear at the outside walls of the monastery. It sounded as if the wind wanted desperately to get into the courtyard.

“What are you doing with that axe?” Frond demanded.

Leven stepped up to the tree and winced. Frond looked as if he were going to pounce, but Clover proudly flashed his claws.

“This is the only way,” Leven said. He pulled the axe back and, with twice the force of before, he swung at the tree.

There were more sparks as the metal sank deep into the tree’s trunk. Leven fell to the ground on his knees, screaming. He arched his back, howling into the air like a wounded coyote. His body lurched and trembled and he fell forward onto his stomach.

Time stopped momentarily, and then the sun rolled completely across the sky and the wind tore harder at the monastery walls—wood beams and mortar were being pulled away and dropped down into the gorge Leven had crossed. The ground shook and the oldest tree quivered spastically.

“Leven’s not going to make it,” Frond screamed. “He’ll be dead by the fourth whack.”

“You don’t know him like I do,” Clover argued.

“I don’t care how well you know him,” Frond said. “You will still have a dead burn. Think about it. You want to kill him?”

Clover knelt down by Leven’s head and gently shook his shoulders.

“Come on,” Clover whispered. “Get up.”

Clover pulled a leather bladder from his void and unscrewed the top of it. He poured water onto the right side of Leven’s face, drowning his right ear and hair.

Leven coughed and sputtered like a dying engine; then his eyes flashed open. He lifted his head and looked at the tree. The gash was bigger, but the tree was still standing.

“Shoot,” Leven complained. “How many was that?”

“Two,” Clover answered.

Leven moaned like the wind. He lay on the ground with his face in the soil and then pushed himself up and back onto his knees, groaning. He looked at the axe and raised his hand again. The axe floated nicely into his grip.

“You don’t have to do this,” Frond argued.

“You said I did,” Leven replied, not fully paying attention to the desperate sycophant.

“It was the tree,” Frond yelled. “He’s old and he’s not thinking . . .”

The wounded tree still had the strength to smack Frond.

Leven looked at the axe and shivered. He could see his reflection in the metal and was surprised how wounded his eyes looked.

“What are you waiting for?” Clover asked as the wind howled outside the courtyard.      

“It hurts,” Leven said honestly.

“What good things don’t?” Clover pointed out.

Leven looked at Clover. “You’re amazing.”

Clover blushed and jumped onto Leven’s right shoulder. “Well, I figure this is that part you were talking about where I save everyone. I know sycophants are supposed to listen and take orders, but I’m telling you to hit that tree.”

Leven smiled as best he could and then swung. The axe hit its mark and sent every nerve ending in Leven’s body into a spastic convulsion. Leven stood there shaking as if he were a cartoon character who had foolishly put his finger into a light switch. His hair smoldered and his chest flexed violently. He tried to say something but instead tipped backwards wordlessly, falling to the ground.

Frond looked at the deepening gash in the tree. He picked up some of the chunks of wood that had been chopped out and frantically tried to put them back in the cut.

“Are you happy?” Frond screamed at Clover.

Clover just stood there looking at Leven as he was lying on the ground. Clover had only belonged to two beings: first Antsel and then Leven. And, to be honest, as much as he had loved Antsel, he now cared for Leven ten times more. Clover looked at Leven as he lay there and couldn’t decide if he should cry or be angry.

On the other side of the monastery the island of Alder was drifting toward Morfit, creating new mountains and rivers and flooding once-dry shores. The Waves of the Lime Sea had begun to retreat to the Green Pond, and the animals that populated Foo were losing their minds. Avalands were driving themselves into the seas; onicks were attacking nits and cogs; and the Cinder Depression was rising like a mountain.

The ground shook and Clover jiggled.

“What kind of sycophant lets his burn die?” Frond hollered, still trying to patch up the tree.

Clover’s mind was a mess. He kept trying to think of the things he had been taught, hoping they would help him know what he should do. He remembered his mother telling him that he would do great things, and his father reminding him that “without sycophants, Foo would fall.” But Clover couldn’t decide if he would be best serving Foo by stopping Leven or by keeping him going.

Leven sat up and looked around. He looked like a kid who had just been awakened from a long nap and now had no idea where he was.

Frond swore.

“Are you okay?” Clover asked.

“No,” Leven mumbled. “My head feels like it isn’t even attached.”

Clover looked Leven over. “It is.”

Leven could barely lift his arms and he had to sit still for a while before his legs would work again.

“This might kill me,” Leven said groggily.

“Frond said it would,” Clover reminded him.

“I wish Winter was here,” Leven slurred. “I think I’m in love with her.”

“That’s great,” Clover said, trying to prop Leven up.

“Don’t you care if I die?” Leven asked.

Clover stared at him. “Of course. But there are worse things than death.”

Leven stood up and reached for the axe. It flew to him again. “It’s a pity. I would have liked to have lived with this ability for a while.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty cool,” Clover agreed.

Leven stumbled forward and struck the tree for the fourth time.
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The stump continued to rise. Long shoots shot from the sides of it and up into the air. The roots beneath the stump began to churn and burrow.

“What’s happening?” Winter asked.

“Leven’s doing it,” Geth said. “I can’t believe it.”

“Doing what?” Phoebe asked.

“You’ll see.”

An older couple who had been across the street rummaging through their ruined home stopped to look at the rising stump. The woman pointed and the man fell to the dirt. Two seconds later she joined him.

“People are dropping off,” Geth said needlessly.

In the far distance, an entire mountain range moved across their view. The old people who had just fallen were sucked into the soil by long strands of black.

“Shouldn’t we be standing on stone or something?” Winter asked.

“It’s too late for that,” Geth said. “The Dearth’s reach is as wide as the world.”

Hail fell from the clear sky, pelting them on the head.

“So we just stare at this stump?”

“Remember what Leven said,” Geth said seriously.

“Leven’s said a lot of things,” Winter pointed out.

Geth smiled. “In the end you might save us all.”

Lilly stroked Winter’s hair.

“How?” Winter questioned. “By staring at this stump?”

There was a tremendous rap, and the stump shot up two more feet. The sun circled around the earth and Phoebe fell to the ground. Geth ran to her and knelt beside her. He laid her head in his lap.

“Phoebe,” he said calmly, “are you there?”

Phoebe just lay there looking as beautiful as ever. Her white skin glowed and her body trembled slightly.

“She’s going,” Geth said. “Going . . .”

Her body began to fade and then pulsate. Winter tried to pull on her arms and stop it from happening, but Geth did nothing.

In less than a few seconds Phoebe’s body blinked and then was gone.

Winter looked at Geth in disgust.

“What?” Geth asked.

“You didn’t do anything!”

“There’s no way to stop it.”

“How romantic,” Winter snapped. “She loved you.”

“I love her,” Geth said coolly.

Winter couldn’t decide if she should slap or punch Geth. She went with punch. Geth stumbled back and grabbed his chin where she had struck.

“What was that for?” he asked.

“Way to fight for her,” Winter growled.

“You know I have fought for a lot of things in my life,” Geth said kindly. “And I would have held onto Phoebe forever if I believed it would help, but it wouldn’t have made a difference. What will make the difference is Leven.”

“I don’t understand,” Winter said, trying not to cry.

“You will shortly,” Geth said. “And you will help Leven restore everything as it should be. I’ll see Phoebe again, and you’ll get a chance to give her a hard time about how beautiful she is.”

“She was overly attractive,” Winter complained.

Geth smiled. “This is it. Now, if it had been you who was taken, I would be worried.”

“Really?”

“There’s nobody I’d rather have here as fate’s about to mess with us.”

Winter straightened her shoulders.

“So you love Phoebe?” Winter said, trying to lighten the mood.

“Very much,” Geth replied. “And she told me how you felt about Leven.”

Winter’s green eyes burned. “I’m almost glad she’s gone for the moment.”

Geth smiled as the stump shot up three more feet.
  

Chapter Forty-Four

Your Name Here
 

It took more than twenty minutes for Leven to come to. In that time the back half of the far monastery wall had been torn apart by wind, the moon had passed over twice, and Frond had fetched some dark herbs and was rubbing them on the tree.

Leven got up on his hands and knees and threw up. Thunder above roared, calling him a wuss, and he shook his head and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

With Clover’s help he was finally able to stand.

“Stop this madness,” Frond pleaded.

“I’m trying to,” Leven replied. He stuck out his hand, and as the axe flew to him he strode and used the forward motion to chop the tree once more.

The tree moaned and shivered as Leven collapsed against it. Frond began kicking Leven and Clover jumped over to take a swipe at him. Frond fell to the ground. Before he could hop back up, Clover was wrapping a long rope around him.

“What are you doing?” Frond frothed.

Clover bound Frond like Gulliver and then tied the rope off tightly. Frond sat on the soil crying and pleading.

“You don’t care?” Frond asked.

“Oh, I care,” Clover replied. “Wait . . . about what?”

“Can’t you see what’s happening?” Frond said. “Foo is trying to cleanse itself of every nit that ever stepped in here. It’ll be just us.”

“You and me?” Clover asked awkwardly.

“Not just us,” Frond said. “We sycophants. Never will we have to take an order from a nit again. No more fighting over the right to serve. Just us. No stupid commands or selfish wishes. Just us.”

“You said ‘just us’ four times,” Clover pointed out.

“Well, I meant it five,” Frond argued, fighting at the ropes that bound him.

Clover looked at Leven as he lay collapsed against the tree. “So why do you want to save the tree? It looks like it gives you a lot of orders.”

“Don’t be a child,” Frond said. “The tree keeps things as they are. It guarantees our comfort.”

“Foo’s falling apart,” Clover said.

“And the tree pins us down,” Frond said. “As everything is blown away and destroyed, we sycophants will live on.”

“I’m not sure I believe that.”

“Then you’re a fool.”

“Don’t call Clover a fool,” Leven insisted. He pushed himself up against the tree and stood straight. His mind was confused. “Do you think Winter will call me?”

Clover stared at Leven. “Um, maybe you should just work on the tree.”

“What tree?”

“The one you’re leaning against.”

Leven looked at the tree and winced. “Where’s Geth?”

“Waiting for you,” Clover answered, handing Leven the axe.

Leven looked at it and began to shake. His legs and arms cracked and burned like dry wood.

“Leave now,” Frond said.

“Just let me finish one thing,” Leven said. He bent his knees and put his whole body into it, swinging the axe as if it were a baseball bat and this were the one chance he had to win the game. The axe sunk into the trunk ten inches and a wedge of wood the size of a toaster tumbled out, surrounded by sparks. Leven dropped the axe and put his head in his hands. The wind seemed to stop and then go in reverse, pulling all daylight with it. Instantly the monastery was filled with people, all looking out the windows and pointing toward the tree. The scene wound further back and the monastery buildings were being erected by thousands of cogs.

Leven screamed, tearing at his own face and beginning to weep. The scenery around him stopped moving and the half-built monastery sat there empty. For the first time in many years, wind blew in from the sides and pushed through the oldest tree’s branches. The leaves of the tree turned all different colors and then one by one flew off into the distance.

“Don’t let him die,” Frond begged.

“I don’t care about the tree,” Clover said, jumping up onto Leven’s shoulder and gently patting the back of Leven’s head.

“I wasn’t talking about the tree,” Frond said. “Lead Leven away—let him live.”

Clover looked at Leven and cocked his head. “Had enough?”

“No way.”

The axe flew into Leven’s hands and he swung once more, driving the head of the axe a foot into the trunk. Then before his body could register the pain he yanked the axe back and swung again.

The tree seemed to scream as a piece of it the size of a basketball flew out. Leven fell to the ground unconscious as time ran backwards and the monastery buildings completely disappeared.
  

Chapter Forty-Five

Record Play Stop Fast-Forward Rewind Eject
 

Winter watched the clouds and the sun move in reverse. The piles of torn-up mobile home blew away like sand in the wind and in a few movements they were standing in an untouched prairie staring at the trunk. She felt dizzy and tired and wanted desperately to lie down on the soil.

“Don’t do it,” Geth said, watching her lean toward the ground. “I can feel it too, but we have to keep standing. The Dearth is everywhere, but he’s so consumed with taking over that he’s not paying attention to us.”

The sound of a record being played in reverse scratched out across the landscape as the roads and buildings in the distance became overgrown and then disappeared completely.

“What’s happening?” Winter yelled, her voice competing with the screeching. “Where is everything going?”

“It never was,” Geth said, taking Winter’s hand.

The soil around the stump began to churn and pop. Large dirt clods shot up into the air as the roots of the stump twisted in the soil.

“The Dearth will catch on soon,” Geth said. “But if Leven can fell the tree before he even realizes we are right here, we might not have to fight.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” Winter asked.

Wind blew back and forth across the prairie. Large herds of buffalo could be seen running in the distance. And then, in the blink of an eye, they were gone.

“Is this happening all over?” Winter yelled.

“At different speeds,” Geth answered. “Time as we know it is no longer a factor.”

The wind became so strong that Winter could feel herself being pushed backwards.

“Hold onto the stump,” Geth ordered.

Winter crouched down beside the stump and threw her arms around one of the roots. She locked her fingers together and held tight. Geth was right beside her hanging onto his own root.
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“Don’t let go,” Geth yelled.

“I wasn’t planning to.”

“And don’t drift off.”

The stump pulsated as it was sucked up and down like a plunger. It pounded against the earth and dug in with its roots.

“Are we going to die?” Winter yelled.

“Maybe,” Geth yelled back.

Dirt and rocks and debris blew up against them like angry, supersized rain. A small branch whipped Winter in the face, drawing blood on her right cheek. As she turned her head, she saw a massive wall of dirt rolling across the prairie. The dirt lifted up and came crashing down toward them.

Without even thinking about it, Winter froze the dirt. Flakes of snowlike ice crackled and drifted down on them.

“Did you see that?” Winter asked, dumbfounded.

“I was wondering when it would come back,” Geth yelled happily, a large fist of snow filling his mouth. “It’s like your gift was never stolen.”

Winter smiled, showing off her own ice-filled teeth.

“Lilly!” Winter yelled. “Are you there?”

“I’m here,” Lilly said from the side of Winter. The small sycophant was tucked up under Winter’s arm and holding on for dear life.

“I can freeze things again,” Winter said.

“I’d clap, but I’d probably blow away,” Lilly yelled back.

The ground shook and the wind stopped completely. Every bit of dirt or rock it was blowing around dropped instantly to the ground. The scene had become a vacuum.

Winter tried to speak but no sound came from her voice. Geth was no more successful. Lilly tried to scream. The three of them began to grasp at their necks for air.

As their faces turned red, a large “Pop!” sounded and a rush of air flooded back into the prairie like a tsunami.

All three gasped for air.

“You’re sure we’re going to make it?” Winter screamed.

“I’m still sticking with maybe,” Geth answered.

The two held onto the roots of the tall stump as the world continued to fall apart.

“So if I can freeze things again, how come you’re not turning back into a tree?” Winter yelled.

There was no answer.

“Geth, can you . . .” Winter turned her head and saw that Geth was gone. “Geth!”

The root she was holding onto began to warm, and Winter looked up at the huge, swaying branches and millions of leaves above her.
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Clover continued pouring water over Leven’s face. He had been out cold for almost fifteen minutes, and in that time the scenery surrounding them had completely changed. Gone was the monastery, the three mountain peaks behind them were now four, and the soil on which Leven lay was growing darker and richer.

The oldest tree stood by itself being beaten by the wind. The tree leaned well to the left, its branches drooping.

Frond lay on the ground, bound and shivering.

“You’re going to drown me,” Leven said to Clover. “Where are we?”

“Same place,” Clover told him. “Everything keeps changing. I think I actually saw a siid flying overhead.”

“The monastery?”

“Gone.”

Leven turned himself over and got up onto his knees, holding his right side. He winced with pain and closed his eyes. Unlike before, when he could see nothing, now he saw light and out-of-focus images. He waited for the images to come into focus but they just faded away.

Leven stood hunched over and gazed at the tree. The poor thing was creaking loudly.

“He’s suffering,” Frond cried.

Clover handed Leven the axe.

“Everything comes from the soil and air,” Frond wailed. “Let it return.”

“I believe in mankind,” Leven said.

“Why?” Frond argued. “I know your history. You were abused by mankind from the beginning. Why have faith in them?”

“It can be better,” Leven said.

Frond began to laugh. His laugher grew until he was shaking and his teeth were showing. “Do better? The one thing men have proven is their inability to learn from their mistakes. They strive only to be comfortable and then let the world slide away for the sake of a soft seat. Do better? Men will do only what they can to believe they have some control. They are experts at reacting and champions of selfishness.”

“Well, then,” Leven said, “just chalk this up to me reacting.”

Leven took another swing at the tree. The sparks were bright and the gash was now halfway through the huge trunk. Leven’s arms contracted and his legs felt like stone. He gasped for air as his chest tightened like a drum. His shoulders dropped and his knees collapsed, sending him forward onto his face. He dropped the axe and his forehead scraped against the path of glass—blood began to run down and into his glowing eyes.

Clover watched Leven suffer and shivered.

“You can’t let him go on,” Frond said. “He’ll die, and what then? Look at him—such pain.”

“It’s not my decision,” Clover said softly. “If he wanted to stop, he would.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Frond said. “He’s obsessed. I watched him hike up Alder never caring about anything but doing as he was told.”

“So?” Clover said slowly.

“He doesn’t make his decisions, which means you too are just toeing the line,” Frond said sinisterly. “Now look at him. He’ll die and leave you to be blamed for all that has happened. You’re the only one who can stop him from completely destroying Foo and Reality.”

Clover turned to look at Frond. He looked back at Leven. Leven was spitting and coughing up blood while on his knees. The moon moved backwards across the sky again and the roots of the oldest tree wriggled throughout the now-empty courtyard.

“I’ll make sure they know,” Frond said desperately. “It’s your choice. Every remaining sycophant will know that you saved us all.”

Clover looked at his own hands. His razor-sharp claws extended from the backs of his knuckles and looked impressive under the swift-moving moon. He watched Leven pick the axe back up and then stumble toward the tree. Clover could see quite clearly that there was no turning back. Foo was completely changing and would never be the same.

Leven stood up straight. His body faded in and out like a neon sign on the fritz. He touched his chin and wiped his free hand on his shirt.

Leven stepped up to the dying tree.

“I’m not sure what’s happening,” Leven wheezed. “Why I’m connected to all this . . . I’m not sure. But when I close my eyes, I know I have to do this. And I know it sounds nuts, but I’d rather be dead and right than alive and all wrong.”

The tree creaked.

“I thought you’d understand.”

Leven screamed in agony before the axe head even hit the tree. His body was a bruise on top of a bruise on top of a bruise on top of a throbbing wound. He let the pain bounce around inside of himself and followed through with the tenth chop. A tremendously large wedge of wood flew from the tree, missing Frond by a couple of inches.

Leven dropped the axe and closed his eyes, begging his body to absorb the pain and then get rid of it. He couldn’t feel his fingers or toes and there was no separation between his arms and legs. He felt like a solid brick of sorrow. His heart shifted inside his chest and blood began to ooze out of the corner of his mouth. He was standing, but not because he had the strength. It was more like he was a statue on the verge of imploding.

Stars spread out overhead, spelling messages of doom and finality. The ground dropped three feet and then settled with a tremendous click.

Leven still stood.

He tried to close his eyes but he didn’t have the energy. He could see Winter and Geth and Amelia. He could sense that Clover was on his shoulder and patting his head, but he couldn’t feel it. More than anything, Leven wanted to be done—and if it took death to do it, then so be it.

Leven stood still.

“You have to stop him,” Frond pleaded.

“He looks pretty stopped,” Clover answered.

“Our fate will be your fault,” Frond yelled.

As Frond argued his point, large roots began to spring up around the tree. The roots shot up ten feet, curling at the ends, and were lighter than those of the oldest tree. On the ends of the roots were wicked-looking weeds.

One root shot up directly in front of Leven, catching the attention of both Clover and Frond and sending Leven toppling to the ground.

The soil around the tree bubbled and surged. Frond disappeared, and the dark sky became wet and heavy.

Clover picked up the heavy axe and looked at it. Thunder screamed, “Sheep!”

The oldest tree moaned and screeched as it leaned forward. It used one of its longest branches to take the axe from Clover.

“You going to do it yourself?” Clover yelled. “I’m not sure he has it in him.”

The oldest tree bent his branch back and then catapulted the axe into the air. It flew miles and miles away.

“I’m not getting that,” Clover said.

The tree then reached out and picked up Leven. He hoisted Leven up into his highest branches and then threw him as hard as he could back down against the soil.

Clover disappeared.
  

Chapter Forty-Six

To Be or Not to Be
 

“Geth!” Winter yelled, clinging to one of his roots and not knowing if he could even understand her. “Geth!”

The wind blowing across the prairie was so forceful that Winter knew she couldn’t hold on much longer. The sky rolled backwards again and the sound of some eerie music filled the air. The music stopped, the sun turned green, and the wind blew even harder.

“Lilly?”     

There was no answer.

“Geth!”

Geth reached down with two of his limbs and pulled Winter up into his branches. The wind was tearing off his leaves and screeching through his limbs. Winter stood on one of the high branches and wrapped her arms around the trunk of the tree.

The wind stopped.

“Please, Geth,” Winter pleaded.

A fantastic sucking sound rumbled across the Oklahoma prairie. Winter looked to the north and watched as the ground about a mile away began to buckle and rise. She thought at first it was just an avaland, but the soil was too dark, and the mound rose hundreds of feet into the air.

Winter had never seen the Dearth in all his dark glory. She had seen him as a kindly old man, but something was different about him now. It very well could have been the fact that he was taller than a twenty-story building, as thick as a mountain, and bubbling like black tar. Winter could see his round head and watched as he opened his mouth and blew out enough dirt to fill the Grand Canyon.

“He’s coming this way!” Winter yelled.

Dark roots shot out of the dirt and up toward Winter. She looked down from Geth and could see dozens of those dark roots popping up from the soil and wrapping themselves around Geth.

Geth shot his own roots downward, mixing with the roots of the oldest tree. The two trees stiffened and clung, each trying to pull the other under.

“What are you doing?” Winter screamed. “The Dearth.”

The Dearth rose even higher, pushing across the prairie like a filthy flood. His bulk absorbed everything in his path. He threw his face down into the soil and took a massive bite out of the ground.

He spat and for a number of minutes it was raining dirt.

Winter clung to Geth, crying as the Dearth moved closer. She felt like a sacrifice waiting to be devoured.

“Leven!” she yelled. “Where are you?”

The wind began again, and the ground felt like it dropped ten feet as Geth wrestled with the roots of the oldest tree.

“Leven!”

The Dearth moved ever closer as the sun and the moon appeared to bump up against each other and then roll backwards.

Winter closed her eyes and froze the Dearth. The black beast stood still for almost a full second and then dropped back down into the soil, leaving its icy shell to shatter and fall.

Instantly the Dearth was back up just like before, except now he was bothered. He shot thousands of dark strings up out of the soil and into the branches, reaching for Winter. Winter moved through the branches like a cat, freezing the strands and breaking them as she pushed upward.

The Dearth roared and took another bite out of the ground.

“Please, Geth,” Winter pleaded, frightened by the desperation in her own voice.

More dark roots shot up and coiled around Geth’s trunk. Winter could feel the entire tree being pulled down into the dirt. She climbed madly to the highest branches.

It was no use. The Dearth loomed larger than a mountain up above, and she and Geth were being dragged down below, where Winter knew the Dearth had even greater power.

The tree dropped ten more feet. It was being sucked into the soil.

“Come on, Geth,” Winter begged as she held tightly to the tallest point of his trunk. “Come on!” Geth was pulled in further.

The Dearth shot out more thousands of tiny black strings that wrapped around Geth’s branches and pinned Winter to the tree. She froze them and then busted out of their grasp, sending shards of ice into the surrounding dirt.

The tree dropped again. Winter’s legs were now under the soil.

“Anyone!” she cried.

Again Geth sank; he was now completely buried under the earth. The Dearth thundered and shot upward like a dirty gusher. He then slammed down against the ground, chasing after Geth.
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Clover had no idea what to do. He looked around him as mountains pushed up from the soil and then leveled out. The air was as thick and sticky as maple syrup and it took three breaths to equal just one gulp of air.

His tiny body shivered as he tried to pull Leven away from the tree. It was a lesson in futility. The oldest tree had drastically changed his mood. It was as if self-preservation had kicked in. He was clacking and hollering and pounding the ground with his branches. His roots were whirling and slithering through the soil so heatedly that the ground looked like it was boiling.

A thick branch shot out and wrapped around Leven’s ankles. The tree then picked the unconscious Leven up and pounded him against the ground a few times. As he was about to toss him, the tree seemed to slip and sink into the soil a few inches. He dropped Leven and moaned, pulling himself back up.

“Leven,” Clover pleaded. “Get up.”

Leven’s eyes flashed open and then shut.

“Get up,” Clover begged.

“No,” Leven whispered. “The tree doesn’t wanna go.”

“You have to,” Clover yelled.

“I can’t.”

“I wish I were Geth so I could beat some sense into you.”

“Geth’s probably dead,” Leven moaned. “I’ve failed.”

Three volcanoes shot off in succession in the background. The sound rocked the ground as massive waves of ash blew toward them.

“I think Geth’s alive,” Clover tried. “I think those are his roots tugging on the tree.”

“I can’t do it,” Leven pleaded, his body still lying motionless on the ground. “I’ve hit that thing dozens of times. He’s not going down.”

“Actually you’ve hit him ten times,” Clover said. “The next one will be eleven.”

Leven’s eyes flashed open and stayed open. “Between ten and eleven,” he mumbled. He screamed and ripped his body from the dirt to sit up. He looked toward the oldest tree and watched as the tree struggled with the roots beneath him. The tree would lift up and then be dragged under a couple of inches, only to lift up again later.

“Where’s the axe?” Leven asked, wiping blood from his lips.

“He threw it that way,” Clover pointed.

Leven coughed and turned onto his hands and knees. Then, like an elderly dog, he lifted his front hand. As if by magic, the axe returned.

Unfortunately, the oldest tree noticed.

The tree slammed a branch down against Leven’s back. Leven collapsed against the ground and the axe flew from his grip. The tree reached for the axe while desperately trying to fight off Geth’s root beneath him. Clover leapt from the ground and landed on the branch. With one swift move he sliced the branch off.

The tree screamed and Leven reached for the axe.
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Winter could barely breathe. Geth used his roots to pull at the roots of the oldest tree to keep creating small pockets of air. Winter could feel that the Dearth had now joined the fight. Blackness swept over her heart like a smothering plastic. She couldn’t breathe, but, more depressingly, she no longer hoped. She let go of the part of Geth she was holding onto and just let herself be tossed around in the wriggling roots. She knew she needed air, but she didn’t care. Her leg got caught between two fighting roots and snapped. The pain was horrible, but it didn’t compare to the misery in her chest.

Winter believed all was lost.

The Dearth began to bunch up into the roots, pulling himself from all over the soil to smother the one thing that could stop him now. He was so huge that he no longer had any personality or thought, just a mission statement to destroy everything. Like a massive underground aquifer the Dearth flooded the tree roots, pushing Geth and the oldest tree apart.

Winter froze the black mass, but it simply shook off the ice and continued to smother. She kept thinking about what Leven had said and wondering where she had gone wrong. She could get no more air and her lungs were collapsing.

The Dearth pushed up out of the soil in Reality. He was larger than a mountain and covered in dirt.

He screamed and the whole world heard it.

The Dearth then arched his back and threw his head down to the earth. He pushed his entire mass into the soil, wedging the long roots of the two trees apart and pushing Winter up against Geth’s roots. Her hair caught and she could feel her neck bending backwards. There was no clear thought in her head. All she could think about through the pain was stopping the Dearth from diving on them again.

Winter was ready to fade.

She pictured the surface of the earth being nothing but solid ice and then passed out.
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The Dearth screamed beneath the soil, fighting to keep Geth from pulling the oldest tree down. The ice Winter had placed over the soil of Reality scratched at him like a fatal sweat. His tarlike being bubbled and gasped for more air. The Dearth pried at the roots, wedging his mass between the two trees. He stretched downward and broke out into the air of Foo.

A horrific blast shook the ground.

The Dearth wrapped part of himself around the oldest tree, pushing the trunk away from Geth’s roots.

Leven could see the black ooze rising up from the soil. He watched it wrap tightly around the trunk of the tree. He stood up and ran toward the tree with the axe above his head.

The tree grabbed Leven around the waist with one of his longest branches. He then heaved Leven heavenward with all his power.

Leven ripped straight up through the air like a missile. His cheeks and face jiggled and blew back as the force of the throw worked him over. His body twitched like a jumping bean.

Clover materialized, holding onto his neck.

“Don’t let go of that axe!” Clover hollered, his own small body shaking from the force of the wind.

Leven tightened his grip on the axe but continued to shoot upward. The wind tore at his clothes, ripping his shirt. His brain rattled and his body went limp as he passed out again.

Clover grabbed the axe just as it was slipping away. He held onto Leven’s shirt collar with one hand and the axe with the other. Leven’s body slowed until it momentarily stopped. Then gravity took over and Leven began to race back down toward the ground.

“Wake up!” Clover screamed. “You’re going to die!”

Clover whacked Leven with the axe handle.

“You. Are. Going. To. Die!”

Leven’s eyes popped open and then shut.

“Please,” Clover begged.

Then, as if politeness were the key, Leven’s eyes popped open and stayed open. His eyeballs rolled back into his head and then jiggled back into place. There was blood on his mouth and he looked like a person who would have preferred death to what he was now doing.

“You’re falling!” Clover screamed, slapping the axe into Leven’s hand.

Leven was falling with his back toward the ground. He kicked, and his body whipped around so that he was facing the fast-approaching tree.

He wanted desperately to scream, but the effort seemed far too great. Leven saw the ground bubbling with roots. He could see some darkness climbing up the trunk of the tree. And he could see the tallest branches racing toward him.

His left shoulder hit the highest branch, and then his left leg snagged the next one and snapped at the knee. Leven reached out with his left hand, grasping to stop the fall, but his left arm got caught and twisted in a way that no left arm should ever be twisted.

Leven screamed as his back slammed into the low branches and he was spit out and deposited on the ground. Both the oldest tree and the Dearth seemed genuinely surprised to see him there. A loud hissing filled the air as Leven stood up on his right leg. Clover swiped at the tree branches as they tried to stop Leven, but they were too slow. Leven twisted his entire body and spun like a top, driving the axe through the Dearth and deep into the tree. Sparks flew, and the rich, oily darkness of the Dearth ignited and blew like a billion bombs.

Leven could see light and feel pain. The agony was so deep he moaned for death as he and the tree both fell forward to the ground.
  

Chapter Forty-Seven

The Perfection of Possibilities
 

The sun shone down on the fresh green tavel and spread across the landscape like a soft blanket. Tea birds swooped down like ribbons, crisscrossing the air in celebration. The rivers and streams sang as they cut across Sycophant Run.

A long wooden table had been set up on a grassy knoll overlooking the Veil Sea. The waves sliding back and forth on the beach added to the magical sound of laughter coming from every direction.

The table was too small for Geth and Phoebe, so they sat on a stump near it. Phoebe was talking about the weather as Geth played with the paper-clip ring on his left index finger. Leven was lying on a blanket under the sun with Winter by his side.

It had been many weeks since the tree had died and things had spun back into place. Clover had wisely planted the seed, and Leven had lain in bed unconscious for almost three weeks before he had awakened to find Winter near him and the glow of millions of dreams flowing into a new Foo.

“Attention!” Rast called. “If you will.”

Everyone stood up and gathered around the old sycophant. He smiled and raised a glass. Even the wind hushed up.

“It is a gift to be standing here,” Rast said, “surrounded by so many friends and looking out on the Veil Sea with awe and not horror. It is the sycophants’ sacred duty to assist Foo. It is a responsibility we do not take lightly. And while there are so many to honor, I feel that I must mention one. Clover . . .”

Rast looked around.

“Clover,” he called again.

Clover materialized near the table. He combed his hair, straightened out his robe, and wiped what looked like lipstick from his face. “I was . . . snorkeling.”

Lilly appeared on the other side of the table near Winter.

Rast cleared his throat and continued. “I think it only fair to point out what an exceptional job Clover has done.”

“Hear, hear,” everyone cheered as Clover smiled.

“When it was discussed that you would go to bring Leven from Reality, we never could have imagined how well you would do your part. Leven.”

Leven stepped forward and pulled out a little box. Lilly and Phoebe began to cry.

“I remember when I first saw you under my bed,” Leven said. “You told me you were there to help. And I’m certain the oldest tree would still be standing if it weren’t for you.”

Leven opened the box and pulled out a small leather strap with a clover on it. Clover took it and jumped up on Leven’s right shoulder. Leven turned to look at him, and Clover hugged the life out of his head.

A number of people were wiping their eyes.

“Should we eat?” Rast finally said.

Everyone cheered and Rast clapped. Two rows of sycophants emerged from the bushes. They were being led by Amelia, and all of them were carrying platters of food. There were roasted potatoes and smoked meat covered in gravy. There were also buttered greens, creamy purples, and dry-as-a-bone pinks. Then came the cakes and drinks, so many they couldn’t fit on the long table. Clover was about to serve himself, but then he remembered Lilly, and she went first.

Leven stood on the edge of the gathering with Winter. Foo was so different. The colors were brighter, the darks were deeper, and the dreams coming in weren’t so singular—they seemed to mesh to make one frosty glow over the whole place.

“So you did it,” Winter said.

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You know, it’s okay if you’re a little selfish,” Winter smiled. “I mean, just for today.”

The Want leaned in and kissed Winter as Clover helped himself to a third piece of cake.

[image: ]
  

Chapter Forty-Eight

The End
 

 I have to be honest. I have not wanted to write this. I don’t like ends; I prefer middles. I’ve stayed up many nights pacing the attic worried about how to close it up. But the fact of the matter is, things are no more closed than before. They’re marvelously open. Every day I get up, I look around and notice things that Leven helped change—landscapes that used to be a bit different, dreams that weren’t quite so vivid, and people who were once committed only to themselves now thinking of others.

I have stronger reminders as well. I had dinner with Tim and his family the other night, and it turns out that Swig is still hanging around their place. I also recently discovered something that leads me to believe that Dennis might not have died when he fell out of the helicopter. Plus, while stumbling around a deserted courthouse, I found a copy of Leven’s birth certificate and was surprised to see his birth name listed as E. Leven Thumps. I assume the E stands for Elton, and I have no idea why they didn’t spell it out, but it’s interesting to think that it took exactly eleven whacks or thumps to down the oldest tree. I have also stood at Blue Hole Lake and wondered how it ever could have survived.

You know, I have traveled many places in my lifetime, and I’m happy that I have had the opportunity to see so many foreign lands and so many unusual and amazing peoples. I’ve spent time on all eight continents and have bought postcards to send to friends from more than a thousand varied and unique convenience stores around the world. I’ve taken a plane to see a famous cave, a train to view a famous mountain, a bike to touch a famous home, a taxi to witness a famous temple, a boat to traverse a famous river, and a Segway to roll out over a famous canyon. I’ve enjoyed almost everything I’ve ever seen or witnessed. I must admit, however, that the first time I saw Blue Hole I was more than a little disappointed. The tiny little body of water in the barren wasteland of New Mexico first struck me as dry and unspectacular. But the second day, when I woke up and watched the sunrise light up the water and heard the birds sing in the sparse trees and touched the liquid, so clear and clean, I felt completely different.

Google it.

Look it up in the dictionary.

Visit it.

You’ll be a bit different because of it. Of all the many things that I have seen and been a part of in dealing with Foo, I am most happy that Blue Hole still sits there looking just like it did before so many fantastical things happened to it. It is a reminder to me that small, unassuming things can be a part of true change.

I met a man the other day who insisted that Foo wasn’t real. He was obnoxious and loud and bothersome and wore an ugly shirt. Still, I didn’t have the heart to tell him that when things were really tough, when avalands were everywhere and the earth was spinning off its axis, he had actually curled up in a ball and cried like a baby waiting for it to end.

That isn’t the case for all of you. So many of you fought for Foo and don’t even remember. So many of you stood up and hosed down avalands or combated the sarus. You saw the importance of restoring good.

There will be days when you remember.

I don’t know why I was lucky enough to be able to tell the tale. Or why I was picked to know Leven and Winter and Geth and Clover. I can only hope that somewhere in the back of our minds, beneath our deepest dreams, we’ll remember.

So, the next time you see a toothpick, or witness clover growing in the field, or notice someone wearing wrinkle-free pants, or you experience winter, just shut your eyes and remember—Foo.
  

Glossary

Who’s Who in Foo
 

Leven Thumps

Leven is fourteen years old and is the grandson of Hector Thumps, the builder of the gateway. Lev originally knew nothing of Foo or of his heritage. He eventually discovered his true identity: He is an offing who can see and manipulate the future. Lev’s brown eyes burn gold whenever his gift kicks in.

Winter Frore

Winter is thirteen, with white-blonde hair and deep evergreen eyes. Her pale skin and willowy clothes give her the appearance of a shy spirit. Like Sabine, she is a nit and has the ability to freeze whatever she wishes. She was born in Foo, but her thoughts and memories of her previous life are gone. Winter struggles just to figure out what her purpose is.

Geth

Geth has existed for hundreds of years. In Foo he was one of the strongest and most respected beings, a powerful lithen. Geth is the head token of the Council of Wonder and the heir to the throne of Foo. Eternally optimistic, Geth is also the most outspoken against the wishes of Sabine. To silence Geth, Sabine trapped Geth’s soul in the seed of a fantrum tree and left him for the birds. Fate rescued Geth, and in the dying hands of his loyal friend Antsel he was taken through the gateway, out of Foo, and planted in Reality. He was brought back to Foo by Leven and Winter.

Sabine (suh-bine)

Sabine is the darkest and most selfish being in Foo. Snatched from Reality at the age of nine, he is now a nit with the ability to freeze whatever he wishes. Sabine thirsts to rebuild the gateway because he believes if he can move freely between Foo and Reality he can rule them both. So evil and selfish are his desires that the very shadows he casts seek to flee him, giving him the ability to send his dark castoffs down through the dreams of men so he can view and mess with Reality.

Antsel

Antsel was a member of the Council of Wonder. He was aged and fiercely devoted to the philosophy of Foo and to preserving the dreams of men. He was Geth’s greatest supporter and a nit. Snatched from Reality many years ago, he was deeply loyal to the council and had the ability to see perfectly underground. He was a true Foo-fighter who perished for the cause.

Clover Ernest

Clover is a sycophant from Foo assigned to look after Leven. He is about twelve inches tall and furry all over except for his face, knees, and elbows. He wears a shimmering robe that renders him completely invisible if the hood is up. He is incredibly curious and mischievous to a fault. His previous burn was Antsel.

Tim Tuttle

Tim is a garbage man and a kindly neighbor of Winter. In Reality, Tim and his wife, Wendy, looked after Winter after being instructed to do so by Amelia. When Winter goes missing, Tim sets out to find her.

Dennis O Wood

Dennis is a janitor whom fate has picked to carry out a great task. He leads a lonely life and has never dreamed.

Janet Frore

Janet is a woman who believes she is Winter’s mother but has no concern that Winter is missing. She has spent her life caring only for herself.

Terry and Addy Graph

Terry and Addy were Leven’s horrible-care givers in Reality.

Osck

Osck is the unofficial leader of a small band of echoes. He is deeply committed to the meshing of Foo with Reality. He has also taken a very strong liking to Janet Frore.

Azure

Azure is a lithen and a contemporary of Geth. He sat on the Council of Wonder and was a great friend of Geth’s brother Zale. He turned to evil when he decided to stand still too long and let the influence of the Dearth overtake his mind and heart. A small bit of good still infects him, and it manifests itself by swelling and bleeding from his right ear. He is no longer his own man.
  

The Order of Things
 

Baadyn

The Baadyn are fickle creatures who live on the islands or shores of Foo. They seek mischief to a point, but when they begin to feel guilty or dirty, they can unhinge themselves at the waist and let their souls slide out and into the ocean to swim until clean. The clean souls of the Baadyn have been known to do numerous good deeds.

Black Skeletons

These great warriors rose from the Cinder Depression many years ago. They occupy the land nearest Fté, and are known for their ability to tame and ride avalands.

Cogs

Cogs are the ungifted offspring of nits. They possess no great single talent, yet they can manipulate and enhance dreams.

The Dearth

It is said that there is none more evil than the Dearth. His only desire is for the soil to have the last say as all mankind is annihilated. He has long been trapped beneath the soil of Foo, but has used his influence to poison Sabine and Azure and any who would stand still long enough to be fooled. In his present state, the Dearth works with the dark souls who have been buried to move the gloam and gain greater power on his quest to mesh Foo with Reality.

Echoes

Echoes are gloriously bright beings that are born as the suns reflect light through the mist in the Fissure Gorge. They love to stand and reflect the feelings and thoughts of others. They are useful in war because they can often reflect what the opponent is really thinking.

Eggmen

The Eggmen live beneath the Devil’s Spiral and are master candy makers. They are egg-shaped and fragile, but dedicated believers in Foo.

Fissure Gorge

Fissure Gorge is a terrific gorge that runs from the top of Foo to the Veil Sea. At its base is a burning, iridescent glow that creates a great mist when it meets with the sea. The heat also shifts and changes the hard, mazelike air that fills the gorge.

Gifts

There are twelve gifts in Foo. Every nit can take on a single gift to help him or her enhance dreams. The gifts are:

See through soil

Run like the wind

Freeze things

Breathe fire

Levitate objects

Burrow

See through stone

Shrink

Throw lightning

Fade in and out

Push and bind dreams

Fly

Gloam

The gloam is the long arm of dirt stretching from below the Sentinel Fields out into the Veil Sea. It is said that the Dearth uses the black souls of selfish beings buried in Foo to push the gloam closer to the Thirteen Stones in an effort to gain control of the gifts.

Gunt

The gunt are sticky creatures that seal up and guard any hole too deep, thus preserving the landscape of Foo and preventing disaffected beings from digging their way out. Once gunt hardens in the holes, it can be harvested to eat.

Lith

Lith is the largest island of the Thirteen Stones. It has long been the home of the Want and a breeding ground for high concentrations of incoming dreams. Lith was originally attached to the main body of Foo but shifted to the Veil Sea along with the other stones many years ago.

Lithens

Lithens were the original dwellers of Foo. Placed in the realm by fate, they have always been there. They are committed to the sacred task of preserving the true Foo. Lithens live and travel by fate, and they fear almost nothing. They are honest and are believed to be incorruptible. Geth is a lithen.

Longings

A near-extinct and beautiful breed, longings were placed in Foo to give the inhabitants a longing for good and a desire to fulfill dreams. They have the ability to make a person forget everything but them.

Lore Coil

Lore Coils are created when something of great passion or energy happens in Foo. The energy drifts out in a growing circle across Foo, giving information or showing staticlike images to those it passes over. When the Lore Coil reaches the borders of Foo, it bounces back to where it came from. It can bounce back and forth for many years. Most do not hear it after the first pass.

Nits

Niteons—or nits, as they are referred to—are humans who were once on earth and were brought to Foo by fate. Nits are the working class of Foo. They are the most stable and the best dream enhancers. Each is given a powerful gift soon after he or she arrives in Foo. A number of nits can control fire or water or ice. Some can see in the pitch dark or walk through walls and rock. Some can levitate and change shape. Nits are usually loyal and honest. Both Winter Frore and Sabine are nits.

Offings

Offings are rare and powerful. Unlike others who might be given only one gift, offings can see and manipulate the future as well as learn other gifts. Offings are the most trusted confidants of the Want. Leven Thumps is an offing.

Omitted

The Omitted are very insecure and untrusting beings. They can see everything in Foo except for themselves and their reflections. They are dependent on others to tell them how they look. They reside in caves and trees in the mountains outside the Invisible Village. 

Onicks

Raised near the Lime Sea, these winged beasts travel mostly by foot. An onick is loyal only to the rider on its back, and only as long as that rider is aboard.

Rants

Rants are nit offspring that are born with too little character to successfully manipulate dreams. They are constantly in a state of instability and chaos. As dreams catch them, half of their bodies become the image of what someone in Reality is dreaming at the moment. Rants are usually dressed in long robes to hide their odd, unstable forms. Jamoon is a rant.

Rovens

Rovens are large, colorful, winged creatures that are raised in large farms in the dark caves beneath Morfit. They are used for transportation and sought after because of their unbreakable talons. Unlike most in Foo, rovens can be killed. They are fierce diggers and can create rips in the very soil of Foo. When they shed their hair, it can live for a short while. They often shed their hair and let it do their dirty work.

Sarus

The sarus are thick, fuzzy bugs who can fly. They swarm their victims and carry them off by biting down and lifting as a group. They can communicate only through the vibration of water. They are in control of the gaze and in charge of creating gigantic trees.

Shatterball

Shatterball is a popular sport played in a suspended giant orb of glass created by special engineers in Foo. The players are nits who have the gift of flight. It is a violent and exciting game that ends either when the orb is shattered or when only a single player remains inside. It is played with a small black ball called a pit.

Sochemists

The Sochemists of Morfit are a group of twenty-four aged beings who listen for Lore Coils and explain what they hear. They are constantly fighting over what they believe they have heard. They communicate what they know to the rest of Foo by using locusts.

Sycophants (sick-o-funts)

Sycophants are assigned to serve those who are snatched into Foo. Their job is to help those new residents of Foo understand and adjust to a whole different existence. They spend their entire lives serving the people to whom they are assigned, called their “burns.”

Thirteen Stones

The Thirteen Stones were once the homes of the members of the Council of Wonder, with the thirteenth and largest, Lith, occupied by the Want. Each of the smaller stones represented a different one of the twelve gifts. With Foo in disarray, many of the stones are empty or are being used by others for selfish reasons.

Thorns

Thorns are possessive and whimsical beings. They are as small as bees, but they have great strength. They often live and hover around things they have grown attracted to, spending their days protecting and taking care of what they admire.

Turrets

The turrets of Foo are a large circle of stone turrets that surround a mile-high pillar of restoring flame. The turrets sit on a large area of Niteon and are surrounded by a high fence. The main way to the flame is through the gatehouse that sits miles away.

The Want

The Want is the virtually unseen but constantly felt sage of Foo. He has a variety of gifts and can see every dream that comes in.

Waves of the Lime Sea

The Waves of the Lime Sea are a mysterious and misunderstood group of beings who guard the island of Alder. Their loyalty is to the oldest tree that grows on the island.

Whisps

Whisps are the sad images of beings who were only partially snatched from Reality into Foo. They have no physical bodies, but they can think and reason. They are sought after for their ideas, but miserable because they can’t feel and touch anything.
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