
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
      [image: graphics2]
    

     

    The Dryad’s Kiss

    Ancient Enemy #1

    By 

    R. Scott VanKirk

     

     

     

     

    3rd Edition, June 2013

    Edited by Kira McFadden

    Cover and Internal Art by Doug Shuler

    Errors and Omissions by R. Scott VanKirk

     

     

    Copyright 2012-2013 R. Scott VanKirk

    All Rights Reserved

     

    Published by 

    Quantum Duck Ink

    Centennial CO 80111

     

    ISBN: 9781479178445 

    

    [image: Image]

Preface to 3rd Edition

    This 3rd Edition of The Dryad's Kiss has been extensively edited in response to feedback I've received from the many readers who've reviewed it or commented on it. I've tried to address their concerns and suggestions. Despite the often times conflicting advice, I believe it is a better story for it. It's not changed enough that you would have to reread it to understand what is happening in Finn II The Shadow's Touch. I hope you agree.

    Dedication

    To my wife, Maria, who stands by me through thick and thin and doesn’t realize how beautiful she really is—inside and out.

    Special Thanks To

    Beverly VanKirk, my mother, who is my cheerleader, Kira McFadden for her editing and input. Jonna Rathburn for her early editing skills, and Jessica Knauss for one last pass. I'd like to thank  Jennifer Adkisson for encouragement and input, Mike McGee, Joshua Goldstein and all my friends who let me browbeat them into reading my first drafts, and all the people who took the time to review earlier editions of this book. And finally to Neil Beaty who revealed the mysteries of the Karma Fairy to me.

    Author's Note

    While I have taken every effort to write this book in grammatically correct English, if you find an error in the book, please let me know scott@scottvankirk.com so I can fix it for others. I welcome all comments and suggestions. Visit me at my web-page: http://www.scottvankirk.com

    Disclaimer

    No person, place, or thing you know, or think you know, is depicted in this book—so you can't sue me.
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The Haunted Mound

    When someone says, “Let's go explore a haunted burial mound,” You say, “No.” When someone further offers to let you help them excavate it, run away. Really.

    Of course, I did neither. After all, I was only 18, and when I found out where we were going, I was already stuffed into the back of my uncle's Cessna for a secret weekend adventure. I couldn't have turned us around if I'd wanted to and, of course, I didn't. Want to, that is. It was the coolest thing ever. 

    At first, I didn't actually believe my uncle when he told us our destination.

    “We're on a journey to Seaman to see old man Hatzer's mound and cleanse it of the evil which doth reside there.”

    While I was parsing this, my dad barked a short laugh and said, “Sounds like we need a bible and a couple of gallons of holy water.”

    “I get to be the guy reading the bible!” I said. I donned my best dramatic voice. “In the name of the father, the son, and the holy spirit, be gone wretched mound!” 

    It was important to sound skeptical. My Uncle Mark (no blood relation) had caught me more than once with his practical jokes. Not gonna happen this time.

    He chuckled. “Nope, the only special equipment we'll need is a holy bulldozer.”

    “Too bad,” said my dad. “We just sold our last one yesterday.”

    My inner ear's warning that things weren't quite right interrupted my next devastatingly witty retort. I felt lightheaded, and my stomach gurgled as we banked during our ascent, and the land underneath us tilted alarmingly.

    My dad didn't seem to notice. “Very funny Mark. Now spill. Did you truly get Mr. Hatzer to let us onto his property?”

    “Yes sir, I did. You may now applaud.”

    I swallowed my stomach and asked, “How did you convince him to do that?”

    “I sent Dan, one of my scouts, down to talk to him. Turns out that Hatzer's much more amenable to talking when there’s money in it for him. I’ve not met a farmer yet who’s swimming in money. When Dan called him to talk about selling the mineral rights to his land, that old geezer changed his tune right quick and welcomed Dan like a long lost son. Once he started chatting with Hatzer, the talk turned to the old bulldozer in the field. One thing lead to another. Hatzer has never liked that mound. He believes that the mound was cursed and haunted. A while back, he even hired some locals to bulldoze it and remove it.” 

    “That’s criminal!” I interjected.

    “No, it’s not criminal, just reprehensible,” said Uncle Mark. “It’s private property, not government land. He can do whatever he wants with it. Anyway, the men Hatzer hired only worked a couple of days before they just stopped showing up. When Hatzer finally got hold of one of the men, they said no amount of money would get them back. They were scared of the evil ghosts inhabiting the mound. One even swore a giant snake had attacked him. He didn't waver from his story, even after he couldn’t show them any wounds. That dozer has been sitting idle ever since.”

    Mark fiddled with the controls on the dash and continued. “Dan took pity on poor Mr. Hatzer’s plight, and as part of the final deal, he offered to have his own crew come down and remove the mound. Hatzer jumped at that offer. When they finished talking, Dan went out and took pictures of it.”

    Mark handed a handful of what I assumed were the pictures across to my dad. I couldn’t lean forward enough to see them around the high backed chairs, so I had to wait while my dad made appreciative noises.

    “Let me see!” I was excited because I found the mound. Well, not so much found, but I was the one who pointed out the dozer and convinced Mark to stop.

    We were driving home from one of our weekend expeditions when something called my attention away from my iPhone. When I looked out the window and saw the dozer, I got excited, because broken ground was a good place to look for artifacts. Ohio is a great state for finding arrowheads and other ancient Native American memorabilia.

    At last, my dad handed the photos back. The first picture looked just like a large squished hill in the woods. The ground near the photographer had been churned up recently. The pica must have been taken from near the bulldozer. The other pictures showed a wooded hill. It certainly didn’t look haunted, or even interesting.

    Uncle Mark continued. “Hatzer wants to get rid of this particular mound. He wants it cleared of trees, and brush, and bulldozed flat.”

    “How big is the mound?” asked my dad.

    “Not huge, maybe forty feet in diameter and eight to ten feet at its top.”

    “So why doesn’t he just clear around the mound and let it be?” my dad asked. “He’s not really losing much land to it.” 

    “He’s actually convinced the mound is haunted. He's well and truly spooked. Said he’s seen things on the mound, things that shouldn’t be allowed into this world.”

    A chill ran across my back. “That’s freaky!”

    “I think he’s just read too much Lord of the Rings,” quipped Mark.

    Huh? “What do you mean?”

    “You know, the barrow, the barrow Wight? Spooky, nasty, ghosty, thing that eats hobbits?”

    I frowned with uncertainty. “Yeah, well, what’s that got to do with anything?”

    “Finn, what do you think a barrow is?”

    I shrugged, “I don’t know. Some sort of tomb, I guess.”

    He talked slowly to me, as if speaking to a dense child, “This is a burial mound. Sound familiar?”

    “Oh! I see… I guess I wouldn’t want a barrow mound behind my barn either.”

    “Yep. That’s why he thinks Dan is the best thing since prohibition.”

    I thought so too. “That’s awesome, Uncle Mark.”

    “The only wrinkle is that we cannot show anyone anything we find until the mound is gone. Mr. Hatzer doesn’t trust the government, the Indian tribes, or what he calls “ed-jew-cated types”. He thinks they’ll try to find a way to take his land from him. A few other burial mounds have been discovered on private land near his farm, and the local tribe promptly proclaimed them sacred areas. For some, they created enough fuss that all excavation stopped for over a year. Then, when the courts finally denied their claim, they asked to be present to move any remains to rebury them properly. Hatzer doesn’t want the publicity, and some of the locals have already approached him about preserving the site. He wants it gone—on the QT—so that’s what we’re going to do.”

    My dad shook his head. “I don’t know, Mark. This seems pretty reckless and ethically questionable to me.”

    Uncle Mark paused while banking the plane again. “Jack, he's serious about scraping it. I think it would be a crime not to at least try and salvage something out of this. Anyway, I wanted to bring you two down here to see the site before we have to start the excavation. I’d also like you to consider staying on for a week or so until we finish.”

    I vibrated in my seat at the thought. “Cool!”

    “A week? That isn’t enough time to excavate a mound of that size!”

    My uncle groaned with regret. “I know, but Mr. Hatzer is adamant on getting this thing off his property, and that’s all the time he’s giving me. We’ve arranged to start this Monday and be finished by next Monday.”

    When we'd approached the guy to get access to his land, he'd done everything but run us off with a shotgun. I'd been crushed. I just knew we would find something worth finding. “Sounds like this guy's not just unfriendly, but also a serious redneck twit,” 

    “Ian Finn, that was uncalled for,” growled my dad.

    “Sorry, Dad.” I didn’t feel sorry in the least. “But, come on! It wouldn’t hurt him to leave the mound alone for a while. I'll bet it's been around for centuries. What would another few months hurt?” 

    “I have to agree with Finn on this one, Jack. The guy is completely unglued about this. I tried to ask for more time, but that hill has him spooked. His timetable ain’t budging. We've got a week.”

    “We're gonna do this, right Dad?”

    He shook his head. “I can’t afford to be gone for a week this close to finals without a good reason. I’m in the Geology Department, not the Archeology Department, so they wouldn’t take this as a good excuse to be gone. In addition, you have your schoolwork and finals to study for. Your mom would skin me alive if I even mentioned it. You’ll just have to be satisfied with the weekend.”

    Crap, the first no. I usually had two more tries before he'd completely shut me down. I’d try to convince him later before being totally crushed. How many people get to be part of an excavation of a burial mound? Even a hack job like this was too cool to miss.

    The rest of the trip, I kept marshaling my arguments for a longer stay and thinking about the mound. A haunted Indian burial mound! How sweet was that? Dave and Jeff would pop when they heard about it. Of all my friends, they were the most excited about ghosts. They loved all the ghost-chasing shows on television, and they always talked about going out and hunting for ghosts themselves.

    We landed in twilight at a small muni airport called the Alexander something-or-other with a good-sized runway and a few buildings on-site. We landed and parked without incident. I got out of the cramped cockpit and stretched while I looked around at the tiny facility. The heat of the day had begun to lose its worst bite, but I still broke out in a sweat.

    After securing the plane, Uncle Mark stepped out, clapped his hands, and rubbed them together. “Okay, everybody ready to go check out the mound?”

    My eyes widened in surprise. “Tonight? Isn’t it a bit late?”

    “Nope. We’re right on time.”

    I shrugged and grinned. “Okay.”

    “Great! Let’s go.” 

    My dad came around from the other side of the plane. He led us away to a graveled and weedy parking lot. A few cars were parked, but no one seemed to be waiting for us. My uncle didn’t even hesitate; he headed over to an old, beat up, once-red pickup truck. As much rust as paint covered the battered vehicle. He stopped at the rear of the truck and threw his luggage into the back with a hollow clunk. We followed suit as Mark bent over the rear bumper and emerged with a set of keys.

    “I had Dan leave these here for us.” After opening the driver’s side door and looking in, he turned to me. “Finn, I think you’ll be more comfortable in the back.”

    I peered in past him and had to agree. The once continuous seat was shredded in the middle where a large stick shift stuck up from the floor. 

    Once my dad saw the seat, he agreed. He grinned at me. “Just don’t tell your mom. She’ll have a fit.”

    “You got it, Dad.” 

    I tried to figure out how to get in the back. The truck sat on large shocks, so the bed sat too high to climb into comfortably. At last, I settled for scrambling up the bald rear tire and swinging my leg over. Not a suave and graceful move, but it did the trick.

    We took off with a screech of grinding gears, clanking metal, and a cloud of acrid blue smoke. Fortunately for my bottom, the trip took less than a half hour. By the time we arrived at the gate of the farm, I had a lot more sympathy for lotto balls than I had ever dreamed possible.

    Uncle Mark leaned out his window. “Hop out and get the gate, will you, Finn?”

    My exit from the truck couldn’t be called a hop, but I got out, and then opened the unlocked gate. I closed it behind the pickup after he drove through. As I looked toward the mound, my Spidey senses tingled again. Something seriously cool lurked here. When I “hopped” back in, Uncle Mark dropped his phone with irritation. 

    “No answer.” His grumble came through the open rear cab window. 

    I asked, “Who didn’t answer?” 

    “I tried to call Ricky to let her know we were here, but she probably turned her cell phone off or it ran out of juice.”

    My interest perked up. A girl huh? I hoped she was cute.

    The truck ground into gear and got moving. As I was tossed around the back, my uncle explained that the owner of the farm had given us carte-blanche to come and go as we pleased.

    Before long, the path ended, and we parked the truck next to another vehicle at the edge of a clearing shaped like a bite taken out of the woods. 

    I climbed down, nursing a few more bruises than I had started with. The parked car, a high-end Jeep Cherokee, appeared brand new, and I took an instant disliking to whoever got to drive it. Lucky bastard.

    In the fading light, we made our way through a partially cleared area. Stumps of trees spread throughout the churned ground of the clearing. The previous crew had stopped right in the middle of their work. We picked our way over the broken ground. In the warm and still night air, the crickets, cicadas, and miscellaneous other bugs screeked, cheeped, and brrruped in their loud celebration of life. This year had not been one for a large brood of cicadas, which was fortunate. They can be so loud that they make it nearly impossible to talk. 

    We walked by the giant, dark bulk of the bulldozer that sat silently at the side of the clearing. I could just imagine it tearing through the mound, crushing everything in its path, and I was glad that wasn’t going to happen. We came to the end of the clearing. The shadow of the mound protruded from the disturbed soil in the growing dark. Even in person, half hidden by the woods and the twilight, it looked disappointingly mundane. But, as daylight faded, I became certain something was here.

    “I thought it would be more… mysterious or something.” 

    Mark turned to me, his jaw set with a serious expression. “Don’t judge too quickly. My scout, Dan, came out here a couple of nights ago and climbed that hill in the dark. He said it gave him the willies. He ended up running back to the car. Said the back of his hair stood on end, and he felt like something nasty was watching him. It spooked him so badly he won’t come out here at night. That’s why we’re just meeting Ricky here.”

    “After dark,” I added with amusement.

    My uncle saw the Morgenstern contingent’s skeptical stares. He sounded a little defensive. “Don’t forget, something happened to Hatzer and his men out here, too. They won’t come near it and he wants it gone. That’s his dozer. He didn’t even want to retrieve the thing!”

    It sounded to me like a guy spooking himself out. It was easy to do when you were alone in the dense Ohio woods, especially with the alien cry of the cicadas whirring in the background. I looked at my dad who rolled his eyes at me. I smiled back; the whole haunted mound shtick came across as hokey, but it was kind of cool anyway. Jeff and Dave would be sooo jealous! 

    As I thought about my friends, Mark looked around. “Speaking of Ricky, where is that girl? We passed her jeep.” 

    He passed us a couple of penlights, and we went to search for her.

    “Ricky!” We called out her name as we wandered around. 

    Of course, after just hearing ghost stories, having someone disappear actually became a little worrisome. I just couldn’t help wondering. No reply answered our calls except for the bugs. 

    A loud wailing moan started near the top of the mound. It was awful. The pain and fear it carried pierced my adrenals, and I jumped and yelped.

    “I heard it, too!” Mark exclaimed, not giving me time to be embarrassed. “Stay put.” 

    He stalked toward the mound and started climbing the steep slope towards the deep shadows near the top. He called out tentatively and swept the area with his blue flashlight beam. “Ricky?” 

    Still no answer, but I heard a noise like something moving through the thick underbrush, maybe twenty feet in front of us followed by another wail. The sound came from the same direction as before. 

    I yelled, “Ricky?” 

    Uncle Mark shot a quick glance back at me. “Hang on, Finn. I think I see something. I’m going to go check it out.” 

    Spooked, I looked back to my dad for reassurance. He had fallen behind, and I couldn’t see his face past his flashlight beam.

    “Dad?” 

    I never got to say anything else, because an even more bloodcurdling scream erupted behind me on the mound. I spun around with a yell, and jammed my flashlight at the brush with both hands, as if it were a gun. A much higher pitched scream followed the first. My cry quickly joined in. 

    “Uncle Mark!”

    A ghostly white figure stood up from the bushes near the top of the mound. It had glowing red eyes and a horrendous face. I shrieked, turned, and ran right into my dad. He caught me and wrestled me to a halt while a new cry started behind me.

    My dad tried to say something to me, but I paid no attention. I had no room for anything other than getting past him and out of there. When things started to penetrate my panic again, I discovered that the screaming behind me had turned into laughter. I looked up to my dad’s smiling face and knew I’d been had. My face flamed red. A couple of shadowy figures rose from the underbrush behind me. Uncle Mark laughter drifted down to me accompanied by another, more feminine laugh.

    “You assholes!” I yelled. 

    Of course, the realization that I had just called my uncle an asshole replaced the anger with embarrassment. Then, I saw my dad's grin and realized he must have been in on the joke. I growled at him. “You knew!”

    “Nope, I suspected because I just know your Uncle Mark. He did something very similar to me about twenty-five years ago.”

    “And, you just let him egg me on?” 

    From behind me, Uncle Mark crunched back through the bushes, still laughing. “Oh, don’t be sore, kiddo! Just a little fun.”

    I scowled at him. “Yeah, for you, maybe. It would have served you right if I just dropped dead of a heart attack right at your feet.”

    The flash of his teeth in the darkness grew even wider. “Not a chance, me kiddo! You’re young and reasonably fit. I knew you would be fine. And, I knew you would take it with good grace.”

    Now I'd look like a churlish turd if I made a fuss. “Okay,” I growled, anxious to get off the subject of how gullible I could be. “So, you flew us all the way down here just to jump out of a bush at me?”

    “No, Finn, I just couldn’t pass up the opportunity. Here, let me introduce you to Ricky, our monster extraordinaire.”

    At his introduction, a young woman of average size and dark-something hair came into our circle of LED light with a big smile. She held her hand out to me and said in a conciliatory manner, “Hi, Finn, sorry about that. It was just a little jest.”

    Not wanting to appear uncool, I accepted her handshake. For some reason, the culprit being a girl bothered me more than if it had been a man. I squeezed a little harder than necessary, but Ricky didn’t seem to notice. She released my hand and extended it beyond me to shake hands with my dad. 

    “Pleased to meet you, sir.”

    “Same here.”

    Mark said, “All joking aside, guys. Dan truly refuses to return here. He got pretty spooked.” He turned to the young woman. “How about you?”

    Ricky shook her head. “Nope, nothing, though if you hadn’t called my phone, you’d have come across me sleeping when you got here. I had to scramble a bit to get in place.” She lifted up a floppy latex mask with two glowing LED eyes. “How did it look?”

    “Scary as hell,” I admitted.

    “Excellent! Not so much in the daylight.” 

    To be honest, it looked fake even in the blue glow of our flashlights.

    Mark turned in the direction of the farmhouse. “The story about the farmer is true, as well. He and the other hands saw something, and they just stopped, unwilling to continue.” 

    “Who built it?” asked my dad.

    Ricky shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Our best guess is that it is a Hopewell burial mound. A few others have been found in the area that aren’t as large, and, we’re close to the Chillicothe mounds. I suppose it could also be Adena.”

    I looked at Ricky a little more closely as she talked. She had a regular, mannish, almost handsome face with thin lips and a squarish, solid build. I still couldn’t make out the exact color of her hair. She wore it in a bob and looked a few years older than me. I couldn't decide if she was cute or not.

    My dad eyed the dark mass of the mound a short distance away with his amateur archaeologist’s eye. “I don’t know. The Hopewell mounds are often larger than this. Have you found any artifacts around here?”

    Ricky shook her head. “I haven't, but Mr. Hatzer has a good-sized collection of arrowheads and a couple of axe heads.”

    “Found them while turning the soil, no doubt,” added Uncle Mark. 

    My dad and I nodded. A lot of our artifact hunting in Ohio involved walking along freshly plowed fields.

    “So, nothing indicating whether these had Hopewell or Adena origins?” Dad asked.

    Ricky shook her head.

    “Right!” Uncle Mark rubbed his hands together. “Let’s look around a bit.”

    “In the dark?” I asked. “Wouldn’t we find more if we came back tomorrow?”

    He gave me a wicked little smile. “Still afraid, Finn?”

    “No!” I said with a bit too much emphasis. “I just think we will find more during the day.”

    “Well, we’ll come back then, too,” chirped Mark with a twinkle in his eye.

    


Bumps In The Night

    So we each started looking around the site, using our flashlights to search the forested mound. All the usual vegetable suspects found in Ohio forests competed for space: lots of leaves in various states of disintegration, ferns, ivies, and other ground cover. I spent a little extra time looking at the ivies. One always had to look out for poison oak and poison ivy in these woods, but nothing explained the anxiousness growing within me. I jumped at every little noise and wanted to leave, but kept at it. If I admitted to how spooked I felt, I’d never hear the end of it from Uncle Mark and my dad.

    I had been circling the base of the mound for about a half hour trying to pinpoint where my intuition wanted to pull me. I'd started to complain to myself that this was a stupid idea. What would he expect to find in the woods in the dark? I got the distinct impression that Mark was punking me again when he told us to split up. My silent grumbling was interrupted when Mommy Nature called. Seeing no lights nearby, I answered her. I stood listening to the pattering sound of my business against the leaves, sighing in relief, when I noticed a large, fallen tree a short way off in front of me. My eyes followed its trunk up the hill. In the darkness of the woods, I could just make out that it had toppled over from near the top of the mound. From the base of the hill, I spotted dark, ragged roots clawing into the air like arthritic fingers. Now that was interesting. I finished my business and scrambled up the side of the mound to the mass of roots.

    The tree hadn’t fallen too long ago. Its roots had ripped out of the ground and flailed in the air like a petrified octopus over a gaping hole. I flashed my light into the dark pit, working on the theory that disturbed earth made the most likely place to find artifacts. After seeing nothing there, I played my light over the roots dangling with dirt and mosses. An oddly shaped shadow sitting in the darkest part of the roots caught my eye. I shone my light on it and saw an object embedded amongst the wooden tentacles. Dark and partially obscured by dirt and the roots, it somehow stood out and intrigued me. 

    This was the thing I was looking for. Eagerly, I knelt down at the edge of the hole and reached out to grab the object. As I leaned out over the chasm, a cold wind blew in my face from within and a deep rumble moved the ground beneath my knees. Eyes wide, I looked down to see the ground bulging up within the pit. My sphincter tightened, and my stomach flopped as I scrambled back and away from the roots. A dirt-encrusted arm with crooked, searching fingers rose unsteadily from the bottom of the pit. The arm grabbed a root and pulled.

    I froze in fearful fascination as the head and torso of a giant followed the arm out of the ground. Its back was to me.

    As soon as its second arm was free, it reached into the tangled roots, and grasped the dark object that had caught my interest. Its shadowed arm snapped back with it, accompanied by the sound of breaking wood. 

    The figure rose up to a fearsome height. Even while standing in the hole, it had at least a foot on me. It turned around to face me. In terror, I thrust the small flashlight at it like a gun. The gesture was just as silly this time.

    The blue-white rays of my little penlight didn’t help a bit. Only the cold moonlight provided any illumination of the form. Where the dirt fell away, it revealed skin colored the blue-white of death. Its paleness emphasized the dirt and shadows still clinging to it.

    I forced my frozen leg a step back as I gawked up at its dark, shrouded face. Though I could not see its eyes, a sharp, cold, shock ran through me as we locked gazes. The menace from that dire attention convinced me my survival relied on breaking out of my paralysis and fleeing. I forced another step back, unable to take my eyes from the horrible form. 

    The figure began a mournful, wavering, singsong, chanting: “Nimakwa-kitathaya, nimakwa-kitathaya, nimakwa-kitathaya.” After the third iteration, the being raised his hand, and a ghostly two-toned trilling pierced the night in a complicated, but compelling, rhythm. The trilling soon stopped, but echoes of the sound took on a life of their own. The noise surrounded me, penetrated to my core, and forced its beat upon my heart. I gasped as it wove through me, and the Andre-the-Giant-sized shadow distorted and grew even more.

    It swelled to monstrous proportions; it had to be ten feet tall and at least three or four feet wide. If it made a sound, the fading beat of the whistle overwhelmed it. But, its malice of intent didn't need mere sound to reach my brain. I could feel it all too well. The echo faded to nothing, and I could move again. 

    I broke free from the creature’s unseen gaze and ran. In answer, the form crashed down after me. Suddenly, a large, scary, angry bear roared down behind me. I screamed wordlessly as I stumbled through the underbrush and around the trees too large to bowl over. Over my screaming, I heard the beast crashing and roaring behind me, smashing down the trees I had to run around. Instinctively, I headed toward the nearest light. My pursuer galloped faster than me and closed in.

    The light was Ricky’s and she pointed it right at me. I yelled, “Run!”

    The LED light in her hand blinded me. “Finn, what’s wrong?”

    “Run, damn it! It’s right behind me!”

    If she said anything more, I didn’t hear it, because my foot caught on something and I went down ass over teakettle. In cases like this, adrenalin is your best friend. I didn’t feel the impact, but rolled like a stunt man and came up running. At least that was the theory. The reality accomplished the same thing but with substantially less style and more thrashing.

    I risked a glance back, and the massive, dark bulk of the thing was bearing down fast. When I looked forward again, Ricky was right in front of me and blinded me with the flashlight again. I couldn’t see her expression through the dazzle of the light, but I heard her gasp as she saw the thing behind me. Its massive feet pounded the ground. There was no way I could escape, but my momentum was going to carry me past Ricky and leave her right in its path, so I did the only thing I could think to do. I tackled Ricky and came down on top of her, covering her as best I could, while I waited for the bear’s teeth and claws to shred me.

    Instead of claws, a spear of ice pierced me. The cold of death flowed over me, and when its icy claws hit my mind, I knew that I would not survive. In the next heartbeat, everything changed and the cold pulled away from me, leaving my nerves buzzing. A sense of vast age and utter weariness filled me and a fleeting, but powerful, image of myself holding a carved bear, flashed through my mind. 

    Then, I was empty, and the heat of the night flooded back into me, before I became aware of Ricky below me. Fire flooded me where her body touched mine. I disentangled myself from her and pulled back in a panic.

    Ricky wasn’t moving. Her eyes didn’t track me, and she didn’t respond to her name. Horrified, I yelled at her and put my hands on her face. As the memory of the cold subsided, the burning heat of her soft skin also faded away

    My uncle joined me a few seconds later, anxiously demanding an explanation. Before I could answer, Ricky shuddered and looked up at both of us. She struggled to sit up. With our help, she jerked into a sitting position, shivered and looked around in wide-eyed fright.

    “It was a bear!” I exclaimed as my dad came to a halt next to us, panting. “It came out of the ground and chased after me. It jumped us. I thought she was seriously hurt.”

    Uncle Mark looked around quickly. “Where did it go?”

    “Uh, I don’t know. I got blinded by Ricky’s flashlight, so I couldn’t see.” After that, I just kept talking, both confused and panicked. “At first, I thought it was a man, but it just kept getting bigger and bigger, and then I ran, and it chased me. I tripped, and I couldn’t let it get Ricky, and I tried to protect her.” As I was babbling, Ricky shivered and leaned into Uncle Mark’s chest as he knelt next to her and held her.

    Mark held her away from himself by her shoulders to meet her gaze. “Ricky, are you alright? Ricky?” 

    She shook off her fright and pulled back away from Mark. “It was so cold! It was angry! It didn’t want us here. It wanted me gone or it wanted me dead. I could feel it.”

    “The bear?” said my dad in confusion.

    She looked up at him and pulled farther away from Uncle Mark, visibly collected herself, and then shook her head. “I don’t know if it was a bear, but it looked like Finn was running from a huge, dark shadow. The next thing I knew, he knocked me down, and then it felt like someone poured a bucket of ice water over me. It took my breath away.”

    “Well, I saw it!” I exclaimed. “It rose out of the ground and started chasing me. It was all black, and my light didn’t even shine on it!”

    Suddenly, Uncle Mark started laughing.

    I whipped around to him. “What?”

    He shook his head while he continued to laugh. “Kiddo, you honestly had me going there! Score one for the two of you! I never would have guessed you two were such accomplished actors.” Uncle Mark thought we were punking him back.

    I almost started to object, and then closed my mouth and reconsidered. I wasn’t sure I wanted him or my dad believing me. If they thought I was seeing ghost bears, they might think something was wrong with me. I decided not to go there.

    I summoned up a wan smile and said, “Yep, we got you all right. Score one for us.” I didn’t sound sincere even to my own ears, but Uncle Mark didn’t notice. He wasn’t a big one for empathy. 

    Mark peered down at Ricky. “Which one of you came up with this?”

    She turned and gazed at me with big, serious eyes and compressed lips.

    “Uh, that would be me, Uncle Mark.” I turned to my dad, who stood watching without comment. His gaze searched my face for answers

    “Did he really?” Mark asked Ricky. 

    She nodded without taking her eyes from me and said in a small voice, “Yes, it was Finn.” 

    I mentally breathed a sigh of relief. That could have been awkward. My uncle laughed again, stood, and offered a hand to Ricky. She took it and hopped to her feet.

    I got to my feet as well and tried to keep the exhaustion out of my voice. “That about did me in; can we go now and find someplace to sleep?”

    Uncle Mark smiled and nodded. “Sure, me kiddo. Let’s get back here tomorrow with a bulldozer and dig this place up.” 

    I grinned back, almost sure he was joking.

    The four of us walked back to the car. The two men walked ahead of us, chatting away about old tricks and punks—mostly perpetrated by Uncle Mark on my dad—while Ricky and I trailed behind. 

    I asked as quietly as I could, “Are you okay?” Hesitantly, she nodded. We didn’t say anything more until we reached the cars. Once there, I put my finger on something that was still bothering me.

    The thing I saw had been visible in the moonlight, but the moon hadn’t yet risen. I tried to shake off the chill the thought caused. Ricky wasn’t quite so spooked because, when she saw the truck we arrived in, she laughed. 

    When she had everyone's attention, she explained, “I’d forgotten that Dan gave you that old death trap.”

    Mark shook his head but grinned. “He must still be sore about Poughkeepsie.” 

    I gave him my best blank look. 

    “I’ll explain later.”

    Ricky chimed in, “I’ll take Finn in the jeep. We're all staying at the Comfort Inn in Seaman, so we'll just meet you there.”

    My dad wrenched opened the passenger door. “Sure, no problem.” 

    Thank you, oh defender of bruised bottoms wherever you are. My anticipatory aches felt better already.

    Uncle Mark just chimed in, “Just make sure to wear protection, Ricky.” 

    At everybody’s blank stare, he added, “You’re going to be in a place filled with semen… You know, it is the town of Seaman, after all.” 

    My dad replied with a roll of his eyes. “God Mark, how long have you been saving that one for?”

    My uncle smiled unrepentantly and hopped into the old truck without a word.

    I nervously glanced at Ricky, to see if she was considering suing him for sexual harassment, but her lips curled a little as she got into the jeep and unlocked the door for me. We did a three-point turn around and followed the truck’s taillights off the property. The jeep’s suspension wasn’t all that much better than the truck’s, but it didn’t rattle and the seat was a hell of a lot more comfortable. 

    Ricky stopped after we passed through the gate and I hopped out to close it. I was highly motivated to get to that gate and close it fast. Just being back out in the warm, dark night got me shaking again. I kept my head down in and didn't look around, similar to hiding under a sheet to keep the monsters away, and slammed the gate before running back to the car. I jumped in and slammed the door. Out of habit, I cringed, waiting to hear, “Don’t slam the damn door!” Only silence answered my faux pas. I glanced over at Ricky to find her staring at me. Unsettled by her focused regard, I turned away but couldn’t help peeking back furtively.

    Finally, she asked, “So, what did you really see back there?”

    I told her from beginning to end.

    She listened to me patiently watching my face for clues. “So, you were trying to save me when you knocked me over?”

    I gave silent thanks for the dark as my face blazed. “Uh, yeah. I guess so.”

    The amber light of the dashboard was enough to show me her smile. “I guess chivalry isn’t dead. So, do you normally see things like that?”

    The question and its implications about my sanity startled me. “No!”

    She put the car in gear and pulled out onto the highway.

    I found it easier to watch her when she wasn’t looking at me. By the light of the dashboard and the reflection from the headlights on the road, she appeared less boyish. Regular, strong features dominated her face, but when I searched, the signs of her femininity emerged. Softness around her eyes and fullness to her lips announced her feminine side. Other subtle clues that I could not name filled in the puzzle. Then, of course, the swell of her breasts under her cotton shirt was not so subtle. From my short time on top of her, I remembered they were nice and soft. Embarrassed, I dropped my gaze to my hands.

    Welcome to the mind of the teenage boy. If you observe carefully, you’ll detect a definite trend in my thoughts, and the way I interacted with women: complete fascination and utter confusion. Now, I won’t claim to speak for every teenage male in the country, but I have never received any clues that any intellectually inclined heterosexual teenage boy approached women much differently. 

    I really didn't want to talk about my feelings on the matter so I tried to turn it around. “So, do you normally go around fainting in the woods?”

    She scowled. “No, and I didn’t faint.”

    “Uh-huh. So, do you normally go falling over and lying limbs akimbo on the ground in the woods?” I said with a shit-eating grin.

    She grimaced and lowered her brows. “It’s not too late to put you back in the back of that pickup.”

    Okay, so much for charming banter. I switched tone and tact. “What did you see?”

    Her lips compressed. “Pretty much what I said before. I didn’t see anything at first. I heard you screaming and looked up to see you running toward me. I headed to you to see if I could help, then I saw what looked like a black shadow following you. I called to you, but then, before I could move, you fell, rolled, scrambled back up, and tackled me.”

    “That’s me; I’m a paragon of grace when I’m running in the dark and then blinded by someone’s flashlight.”

    “Oops, sorry about that. After you took me down…” She shuddered before continuing, “Like I said before, I felt this wave of icy cold, like someone had thrown a bucket full of ice water through me. At the same time, I got so scared that I couldn’t move. It was like I was a puppet and someone cut my strings. I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe…” Her breath sped up as she recalled what she felt. “It was… it was… it sucked. I’ve never felt anything like that.” 

    “I have. I know exactly what that’s like.”

    She turned and stared at me a few seconds, forgetting to watch the road while driving. “Ummmm...” I jerked my head meaningfully at the road, which turned in front of us. 

    She returned her attention to the road. The car took a sharp jerk as she caught up with the turn. “This has happened to you before?”

    “Uh, well, not exactly. I, uh, used to have these night terrors where I’d wake up screaming and hysterical. Sometimes they felt like what you described.”

    “How old were you?”

    “I started having them when I was around ten. They started slow, but continued to get worse for about a year.”

    “Wow, I can’t imagine being ten years old and feeling that.” Another shudder racked her shoulders.

    “They were pretty awful.”

    We rode in silence for a couple minutes before she asked, “Do you know what caused them or why they stopped?”

    “No.” I shook my head, though she couldn’t see the motion. “I don’t know why they started. My dad helped me stop them.”

    “How did he do that?”

    I shifted in my seat. “Um, well, he taught me how to protect myself from the terrors.”

    “Really? That’s cool. Where did he learn how to do that?”

    I paused in thought. No one had ever thought to ask that question, not even me. “I don’t know, although he did call it a shamanic technique.”

    “So, if he is into spiritualism and stuff like that, why didn’t you stick to your story back there?”

    “Well, the stuff my dad taught me does sound pretty far-out, but as he explained it, all the night terrors came from within my mind and the shamanistic techniques he taught were just tools to help my subconscious deal with them. He talked about how our minds work on a symbolic level and made it clear that none of what we did was actually magical or spiritual, just psychological.

    “My dad is the ultimate skeptic when it comes to the supernatural, and I’m afraid of losing his respect. On top of that, I’m always a bit leery about being labeled as “crazy”. When I was having night terrors, we went to see a doctor, who wanted to give me drugs and admit me to a hospital for observation. The thought of being taken away from my parents terrified me, and I’m still a bit skittish about the whole “crazy” thing. When she spoke, her voice was soft, sympathy apparent on every word. “I guess that’s why I went along with your lead, too. Mark’s my boss’s boss, and I don’t need him thinking I’m unhinged.”

    We finished the trip in silence, watching the dark woods pass by on either side. I fancied that we both wondered what other terrors lurked in those woods. Of the two things clamoring for attention in my mind, the events in the woods, and my relation with Ricky, she was the more important. I spent that time wondering why I had told her about my dreams. I decided that since I was already sharing one secret with her, another wouldn't hurt. On top of that, I wanted her to know me better, just as I wanted to know more about her, about the person under that strong defensive mask. Our experience had connected us, and I wanted to strengthen that connection.

    After we drove into the parking lot of the Comfort Inn and parked, we took a second to exchange glances, and I gave her an uncertain half grin. 

    “Weird night, huh?”

    She bobbed her head in complete agreement. “Yep, weird night.”

    We got out and went into the office. My dad had already checked me in, so I picked up my key and we headed to our rooms. I wanted to say something, but didn't want to sound juvenile or dumb so I kept my eyes firmly fixed on the worn cheap carpeting in the hallway. I stopped at the door to my room. “See you tomorrow?”

    “Unless I’m lucky and come down with pneumonia.” She headed on down the hall.

    I laughed at that, harder than necessary, and searched for my key card, reflecting on how beautiful Ricky became when she smiled. Deep dark brown hair with hints of red framed her face.

    When I finally got the card into the slot correctly and entered the sparely furnished room, I spied my dad in one of the hotel chairs, reading a book on the Adena culture.

    “Hi, Dad.”

    “Hi Finn. Enjoy the ride back?”

    “Much easier on my poor bottom, that’s for sure.”

    “Good.” 

    I threw myself on the second bed, rolled onto the huge pillows, and looked up at the ceiling with my arms behind my head. His eyes were still on me.

    “Finn, is there anything you want to tell me about what happened this evening?”

    Wrinkles of concern pinched his forehead, and I considered it. He wasn’t pressuring me and forcing me to lie if I didn’t want to tell him. I have a seriously cool dad.

    “I don’t know what I saw, Dad, but it scared me half to death.”

    “You both looked kind of shaken up.”

    That was one way to put it. I just nodded. I didn’t offer anything more, and he didn’t push me. 

    “You hungry?”

    I had completely forgotten about dinner. I wanted nothing more than to lie down in a well-lit room and brood, and that doesn’t happen to me. But, once he mentioned food, my thought choo-choo jumped to its more well-worn tracks. We found the local guide provided by the hotel and ordered a pie from Snappy Tomato Pizza down the road.

    I mulled the name over a bit. I have a thing about restaurant names ever since I saw a southern chain called “Kettle”. Should there be a “The” in front of that name? How is that any different from “Kettle”? Somehow, Snappy Tomato Pizza didn’t bother me as much as “Kettle”. “We ordered from Kettle,” just sounds wrong. 

    Anyway, so-so name, good pizza.

    We met Ricky and Mark down in the Inn's dining area inside the main entrance and ate together. Uncle Mark, as entertaining as always, told us about Dan and Poughkeepsie and had us all laughing. Again, Ricky’s face lit up when she laughed. Whenever she did, I tried to think of ways to make her do it again.

    The image of her laughing helped me to sleep that night, but it didn't follow me into my dreams. Instead, a commanding two tone trilling melody reminiscent of panpipes beat upon my mind and drew me forward through other dreams toward an unknown destination. A black shadow rose from the ground front of me and loomed over me. Its malevolent red eyes filled my world, and heat radiated from its dark form. I could feel the hunger of the bear, which filled in the shadow. It was compelling and urgent. It wanted me, but I could not flee. It wanted... It wanted me but, not as food. It needed me with a desperate urgency I couldn't understand.

    The bear's song tried to beat its desire into me, to command me until its intensity became painful. Not knowing what else to do, I reached out my hand out and took the bear. I pulled a small stone carving back in my hand. It was crafted in the shape of a bear standing on a curving branch. It was a whistle. I walked away, put the whistle to my lips, and played the song, staring into the black eyes of the bear sitting an inch in front of my mouth. 

    


By The Light of Day

    The next morning, my dad got me out of bed at six o’clock. Thankfully, it wasn’t five, which was when we often got up on our trips. As I might have mentioned, I’m not a morning guy. I stumbled around, getting ready, and tried to get out of the shower in less than ten minutes, but kept zoning out as the hot water pounded on my head and back. When I finally emerged, my dad had already gone down to breakfast, so I yanked on my digging clothes and headed down.

    I joined Dad and Ricky for breakfast. Uncle Mark came in a few minutes later. He never ate breakfast—claimed it slowed him down. The rest of us wolfed down our bagels and cream cheese, after which we headed out to the cars.

    Without even discussing it, we all headed toward the jeep, gravel crunching under our boots. 

    When we arrived, Uncle Mark said, “Hey, Ricky, give me the keys. I’ll drive.”

    She eyed him wearing a troubled frown. “Uh, I’m sorry, Mr. Samson, but I’m the only one allowed to drive the car.” He clearly didn’t expect this and crossed his arms over his chest in annoyance. “Don’t worry about it, Ricky. Just give me the keys.”

    “Mr. Samson, it’s my name on the rental agreement and my insurance is on the line.”

    As he backed down, he tried to dam his irritation, but it sprung a few leaks. “Okay, you drive.” Lips twitching, he went around to the passenger side and waited for Ricky to beep the locks.

    My dad and I piled in the back, and we headed off to the site, leaving the rattletrap truck behind.

    We passed through the flat farmland with its intermittent woods in the cool of early morning. We arrived at the farm without incident. The daylight banished the mystery and menace and left behind a mundane hill. I hopped out into the cool, but warming, morning air, opened the gate, and looked around. It looked like standard Ohio farmland with rows of corn a foot high stretching off for several acres. The beautiful day, full of sunlight and birdsong, made the entire trip last night seem distant and unreal—a misfiring of imagination. I hopped back in the jeep after closing the gate behind it, and we headed down the track to the woods several hundred feet away.

    I almost convinced myself that last night could be chalked up to nerves, but as we got out of the jeep, grabbed our tools, and tromped over the broken ground in front of the mound, I started feeling uneasy again. A sort of itchiness spread in my brain that grew stronger as I got closer. I glanced at the others to see if they felt it, but they seemed at ease.

    “I’d be willing to bet this churned up area leading to the mound will be good hunting,” observed Uncle Mark. “Let’s get to work.”

    Everyone split up and started looking for artifacts, sometimes digging or breaking dirt with small handpicks that resembled hooks or shovels.

    Instead of hunkering down in the clearing, I made my way to the burial mound. 

    “Where are you off to, Finn?” Dad asked.

    I chinned my direction toward the grass and tree covered hill. “I’m going back to the mound.”

    Uncle Mark looked up from his search and grinned at me. “Sniffing something out?”

    “Yes, I guess so.” I walked off. 

    Of the three of us, I usually found about half of the artifacts we took home. Uncle Mark jokingly called me his Arrow Hound. Sometimes, I’d just get a strange sense and think to myself, there is something cool here. When I got that feeling, more often than not, I found an object of some sort. I kept my eyes open as I headed into the woods and to the burial site.

    These simple mounds always posed a bit of an enigma for me. When I considered the people who built these sacred sites hundreds or thousands of years ago and the amount of work that went into making them and the mystery surrounding them, I expected them to be somehow something more than a hill. I thought I would feel something mystical when I walked on them. Yet I usually felt little, if anything resonating with me. I always came away disappointed at my disappointment. It seemed disrespectful not to be struck with wonder.

    This time the memory of the previous night clung to me as I climbed the hill. The weight of ages pressed upon this sacred site and told me that I didn’t belong here. This place existed for the dead, and they didn’t want to be disturbed by the living. This strange and disconcerting feeling was oddly satisfying. Just because I didn’t believe in magic or the occult, didn’t mean I didn’t yearn to experience it.

    I made my way to the downed tree and squatted at its base, looking into the tangled roots sticking out of the ground. After seeing the shade, wight, man, or whatever, grab the polished item, I half expected to see nothing but broken roots. When I saw it, I kicked myself for my flight of fancy. An object glinted amidst the roots. I checked for creepy crawlies around the craggly roots before I tentatively reached in and touched the exposed part of the artifact. Pragmatism aside, I crouched down, ready to jump back and run for my life if something sprang out at me, but nothing happened. The object was the color of dried blood, but it was smooth and had a weight to it that had nothing to do with mass.

    When nothing continued to happen after a few tense seconds, I finally reached in and extracted the stone-like item. The roots didn’t want to give it up, and I didn’t want to pull too hard for fear of breaking it, so I carefully moved and cut the roots and dirt away. Gradually, I uncovered what looked like an effigy pipe. Carved of red pipestone in the form of a bear on a short wide branch, it resembled most eastern effigy pipes. Effigy pipes, carved in the shape of totems of power, had been used to smoke sacred tobacco in the rituals of ancient shamans and were found throughout the eastern U.S., maybe other places as well. A chill spread gooseflesh on my arms as I held the item. I knew this carving before I ever saw it; I clutched the bear from last night. Its simple clean lines contained all the power of the giant bear that had chased me and then haunted my dreams.

    The melody I had heard started in my mind again. An urge to play it bubbled up from nowhere. I shook my head, trying to dislodge the urge. That wasn’t going to happen, regardless of how silly my fear might be. Still, the pipe felt warm, almost alive, in my hand. It mesmerized me as it had in my dream.

    While I examined and cleaned the dirt off the bear, someone approached from behind me. The urge to hide the bear became moot when Uncle Mark said, “Hey, Finn, what’d you find?”

    Trying not to reveal my reluctance, I showed the figurine to him. “I found this in the roots of this tree.”

    “Really?” Excitement arched his brow as he closed the remaining distance and crouched down next to me. “Let me see!” Since I didn't have a logical reason not to, I handed the pipe over to Uncle Mark on my open palm and ignored my misgivings. He lifted it from my hands and turned it around, studying every crevice and line. “This is amazing, Finn! Simply stunning. Let’s show it to your dad!”

    We headed back to the others, the bear still clutched in my uncle’s hand. I eyed it as we tromped through the woods a short distance. Something about it kept pulling me, urging me to take it from him.

    Uncle Mark called out, “Hey, Jack! Look what our Arrow Hound found!”

    Both my dad and Ricky came over and took turns holding the artifact while I fidgeted anxiously. I told myself, I just don’t want them to break it.

    Dad took the carving, examined it, and announced, “This is a whistle, not a pipe!” 

    He pointed out a couple of extra holes carved into the branch on which the bear sat and then brought the whistle up to his mouth to blow.

    I realized his intentions and started to say, “No!” but was too late. 

    When he blew into it, out came the high-pitched, raspy note that had little in common with what I had heard the night before. He changed his fingering and got a second, screeching note. I flinched and waited for something to happen, half expecting him to turn into a bear, but he just smiled in triumph. 

    “This is an amazing find. I’ve heard of people finding whistles, but I never knew they could be carved with effigies!”

    The rest of us hadn’t heard of an effigy whistle before, either; it made the discovery even more exciting. After passing it around and talking about it, I put it in a padded box for safekeeping, and we continued our search. The find jazzed us all. We searched with more enthusiasm than before, but I couldn’t concentrate. 

    At one point, without realizing it, I stopped, opened the box, and just stared at the whistle.

    Ricky found me that way. “Earth to Finn.”

    Startled, I slapped the box closed and tried to cover my embarrassment. “Uh, hi Ricky.”

    “If you looked at me like that, I'd make you wear a condom over your head.”

    I barked out an unwilling laugh and started to reply.

    “Don't even go there boy! Don't make me hurt you.”

    I tried to grin knowingly, since I had no clue what she thought I was going to say. From her look, I'm sure that it was better than anything I would have come up with. 

    We found another two arrowheads that day amongst a pile of dirt rich in flint flakes. As usual, it hardly mattered to us that the heads weren’t pristine and intact. The fun and excitement of the hunt lasted even after we lost the morning cool, and the day turned hot and humid. Just before we called it quits, Uncle Mark came up with an oblong stone that he called an ax head. If I squinted, the rough oval gray rock was sort of ax like, but I wasn’t convinced.

    Two arrowheads, a dubious ax head, and an effigy whistle in good condition constituted a great day: the kind that keeps artifact hunters coming back through countless days of disappointment.

    The other high point of my day came when, soaked to the bone with sweat, I took a break for lunch and much-needed hydration, and Ricky came over and sat beside me on the ground. We spent a pleasant hour chatting about the whistle, the Adena, Hopewell, and other ancient cultures in the Ohio River Valley. I liked her smile and her wry sense of humor, which had become more apparent over the course of the dig. I hoped she liked me too. 

    We called it an early night. Back in the hotel room, I pulled out the bear whistle and studied its smooth dark red form. My fingers found it a satiny feast. It seemed to pulse with mystery and promise. A darker material lay recessed where the reed would be in a modern wind instrument. The pipe had been cleverly fashioned to hold the darker material in place without any obvious way to get it out. I wondered how they had gotten it in there.

    My dad finally joked, “Finn, if you stare at that thing much more, you’re going to give that bear a complex.”

    I gave my dad a self-conscious smile. “It’s just so cool! I love the way it looks and feels. It’s like it carries the weight of all its history.”

    My dad nodded. “I know the feeling. That’s why I do this. Of course, I also feel the same way when I find a fossil or a chunk of meteor rock.” He paused and reflected a moment. “It makes you feel like you’re somehow connected to something larger. Holding a piece of granite that you know has been around for a billion years is just as moving for me.”

    “Check this out. Look at the eyes. It looks like they’re made of the same material as the reed. They’re different than the pipe stone—blacker.” I handed it over to my dad, and his face lit up with the same excitement about it that I felt.

    “Hard to tell, but they look like obsidian to me. 

    I had to agree.

    The next morning, we got an early start so we could spend a few hours at the mound before we had to pack up and head back to the airfield. Thankfully, we never had to get back in that old Chevy, because Ricky acted as our chauffeur.

    After we finished unpacking our gear from the car, Ricky came over and shook hands with the three of us. 

    She smirked at me. “Bye, Finn. Stay away from any more haunted mounds at night.” 

    I said, “Same to you,” as she hopped into her car.

    Her impersonal goodbye crushed me as she drove away. While being with her over the weekend, I had half convinced myself that I was in love. I had fantasized about a nice big hug or, in my more optimistic moments, a kiss on the cheek, maybe even an exchange of e-mail addresses or phone numbers. All she gave me was a nice, firm handshake and a comment to my dad about what a “good kid” he had.

    The drive to the airport left me depressed and disengaged from my father and uncle, and I consoled myself on the flight back by holding the whistle. Definitely not as cool as a kiss from a beautiful girl, but not a bad consolation prize, either. 

    After we landed and transferred everything to our car, we chatted for a few minutes.

    “Well, Finn, as usual, your instincts are truly amazing,” remarked my uncle.

    “I’m just lucky,” I protested while still feeling inordinately proud.

    “I was hoping that I could borrow your whistle for a while,” he added. “I’ve got some real archeologists that I’d like to show it to. I think they’d appreciate the chance to study it, catalog it, and just hold it. Of course, I can’t show them until we’re finished with the dig. Would it be okay if I took it for a couple of weeks?”

    An emphatic, ‘No,’ bubbled up and tried to escape, but I swallowed it back. It was a reasonable and sensible request. A find like this shouldn't be kept to only one person. It should be in a museum, where everyone could appreciate it, but I couldn't imagine letting it go. 

    I came up with a compromise that could put off the decision indefinitely, but still not make me feel like an uneducated jerk. “Since you can’t show it to anyone until you are completely done with the excavation, can I give it to you later?”

    Uncle Mark laughed in understanding. He loved his things too. “You betcha kiddo.” He tousled my hair and then shook hands with my dad and me before heading off to his Beamer. Apparently, this time he'd driven down.

    On my way home, the urge to return to the mound and help with the excavation grew until it was almost painful, but no matter how I pleaded with my dad, he wouldn’t hear of it.

    I had to console myself that I at least got to keep the bear. I pulled the whistle out of its box and fiddled with it all the way home. Hopefully my fascination with it would wane by the time my uncle asked to borrow it again.

    Happily, the next day, my dad called to let me know that Hatzer had put a stop on the project, and he hadn't told Mark why, but Mark was sure it was just a temporary delay. I was delighted. If he put it off long enough, I might be able to come down and help!

    
Possession Obsession

    Back at school, the day after returning from the mound, during my open period, Jim, Gregg, and I sat together at a table in the science lab. I told them what I had seen. Jim remained still throughout my story with a Mona Lisa smile, but Gregg showed his skepticism openly. 

    He rolled his eyes after I finished telling them about my first night at the sight. “Homie, you are so full of shit!”

    “No, really!” I exclaimed. “This is the god’s honest truth! I have never had something so freaky and scary happen to me!”

    Jim remained silent and unperturbed, but Gregg couldn’t let it go. “You stopped taking your medicine, didn’t you?”

    Now I rolled my eyes. “I’m not on any medicine, Gregg.” 

    He pounced. “Well, then that’s the problem, isn’t it? You need more drugs! Your mind has finally broken!”

    “Yeah? Well, Ricky felt it, too, and how do you explain this?” I yanked the box with my bear whistle out of my bag, pulled out the whistle, and handed it to Jim, just to snub Gregg. “When I returned the next day, I found this buried in the roots just like I had seen it the night before. Explain that.”

    Jim examined and squinted at it. “This is nice. It feels old. Did you really find this in the tree roots?”

    “Yep, and the previous night, the ghost played it before he turned into a bear.”

    “Yeah, right,” snorted Gregg. “It’s probably made in China. Let me see.” He snatched the figurine from Jim’s hand, and his face opened up with surprise as he brought it closer to look at it. “Damn, Finn! This is real! Jim’s right. It’s old.”

    From the moment I held it, I’d known that, too, so I taunted him. “How do you know, Gregg? Seen a lot of these, have you?” 

    I made my point. 

    He turned his narrowed eyes on me. “It feels old. It looks old.”

    I smiled at him sweetly. “That’s because it is old, and came packaged with a guardian ghost who turns into a bear.”

    He grunted. “I think somebody slipped something into your Cheerios, bro. Just because it’s old, doesn’t mean it’s mystical. If you’re right, then blowing on this should turn me into a bear.” Without warning, he put it to his lips and blew hard and loud.

    “Gregg, no!” 

    The little whistle gave a high-pitched screech of protest. The sound pierced right through my skull. I clasped my hands to my ears like everyone else in the lab. Unlike them, I gaped at Gregg as he blew, half-afraid he’d change in front of me. Jim jumped from his seat and grabbed the whistle from him. The sound ceased, only to be replaced by the loud complaints of the other students in the lab.

    “Jesus, Gregg!” Jim growled as Gregg sat and laughed. “You nearly took out our eardrums.”

    I scowled at Gregg. “You jerk!”

    Gregg smirked. “You know, I’ve got this weird craving for honey.”

    “Yeah, yeah. Ha, ha,” I replied, trying not to crack a grin. “Look, this bear didn’t just blow one note; he played a song and chanted something.”

    “Yeah? How did it go?”

    “Like I’m going to tell you.”

    “Hey, I’m just seeing if we can repeat your experience under controlled conditions.”

    “And, what would we have done with a grizzly bear in the science lab?” I demanded. 

    Gregg guffawed again. 

    “Look, I’m not saying I believe that blowing this whistle will turn me into a bear. I’m not that far gone, but I saw what I saw. I know Ricky didn’t see it as well as me, but the cold hit her harder. Something happened to her. We can call her, and she’ll back me up!” I turned to Jim. “Do you think I’m making this up, too?”

    “No, Finn, I don’t think you’re making this up. Obviously, you believe something happened to you. Maybe it wasn’t a ghost.” To stop my protest, he raised his hand and continued. “But it sure made an impact on you. I actually think Gregg had the right idea—in a douche baggy sort of way. We should try to duplicate the conditions of your experience and see if something happens. See if you can remember the song your ghost played. We can try playing it during the day or at night and see if anything happens.”

    “You’re serious, aren’t you?” Gregg prodded a little stung by the “douche bag” comment.

    Jim raised and lowered a shoulder. “Of course. I’m an engineer, not a scientist like you. I don’t necessarily care why something works; I just want to be certain that it does. If you can’t explain it scientifically, that’s your problem, not mine. Besides, wouldn’t it be cool to see Finn turn into a bear?”

    Gregg was enthusiastic. “I’d pay money to see that. Let’s do it!”

    I gaped at them, not certain if they were serious, then grabbed the whistle from Jim. “I think I’d just feel too stupid trying it.”

    Gregg twiddled his pencil between his fingers, a grin spreading wide on his lips. “Stupider than running around claiming to have been attacked by a ghost-bear?”

     “Oh shut up, douche bag,” I muttered without any heat. 

    If I believed what I saw that night, it would be a logical next step, but I feared what I would do if it worked. A kinship with the priests that refused to believe Galileo rose within me. Happily, I was saved by the bell, and we headed off to our next class.

    Later that day, hanging out after school, I told Jeff, Dave, and Alan as well. They were a study in contrasts lined up on the brick half wall in front of the school. Dave was pure blond, sky and fair skinned. Jeff was short with a medium build and sort of middle-eastern swarthy skin while Alan was a mix of the two with snow white tan and curly black hair. He was also about as tall as the two of them put together. They didn’t slam me as Gregg had. They both wanted to go back, and I found myself agreeing with them. There were other secrets still to be found.

    Dave wanted to try Jim’s experiment right away, only he wanted to drive down to the mound that night and try it there. Jeff seconded him, but I backed off, saying I couldn’t remember what the ghost had chanted or how the tune went. I told them that I’d try to remember and maybe we could try it after school.

    I lied, of course. Those words and that tune had indelibly burned themselves into my memory—Nimakwa-kitathaya. My unreasonable fear that the words and tune might work overshadowed my curiosity.

    That evening, relaxing up in my room, I turned the bear whistle over and over in my hands. Upon realizing what I was doing, I noted that I didn’t even remember picking it up out of its box. The feelings of comfort and strength it radiated were so addictive that I had to keep the whistle near me, but the only way I could do it would be to thread a string through the hole that traveled through the branch. That would make it impossible to blow the whistle, but I wasn’t planning ever to do that.

    With a needle and a heavy thread from my mom’s hobby box, I created a necklace, and I slipped it over my head. The base of the whistle curved like a branch, and the bear sat on the limb, staring at whoever might blow the whistle. When I held the bear upright, the branch curved down at each end, which meant that the bear naturally hung upside-down on the string. It didn’t matter which way it hung, so I made the heavy string long enough that the bear would dip below the collar of any shirt I might wear. It would be safe, inconspicuous, and it with me all the time. 

    When I put the necklace on, it felt good and right, but I couldn't explain why. Somehow, it made me feel safe, though I couldn’t tell from what.

    Since that night, I never took that necklace off unless I had to. When I wasn't wearing it, I felt naked and exposed.

    Unsurprisingly, I dreamt about the bear that night. Only, it wasn't a little carving, it was a ten-foot tall mountain of fur and fury. It wanted something from me, but I had no idea what. After a short time, the bear disappeared and left me standing in front of the mound. The dream was short but intense, and I would have it several times over the next couple of weeks, until it was usurped by a much more interesting dream.

     

     

    


The Oak

     

    The old oak tree stood in our backyard close to our house. Its branches extended to my bedroom window. Perfect for climbing, I sat in my tree when life seemed unfair, boring, or horrible in some other way. I usually sat on my branch and could comfortably remain there in peace for hours: hiding, sulking, planning revenge, imagining worlds, or just reading. I loved my tree and fancied it loved me back. Its branches waved about my bedroom window. In the summer, its canopy protected my room from the sun (when it came out), and in the winter, its branches stood stark against the gray skies of Ohio, a promise of the return of spring and life. 

    Sometime after our mound trip, my dad had decided that it had to go, but I’d arrived just as the chainsaw had started its first cut. I couldn’t let it happen.

    “Dad! Stop! You can’t cut my tree down! I love that tree!”

    He turned to me in surprise. His round Harry Potter glasses—he called them his John Lennon glasses—emphasized the kind, vague manner he had. He shut down the chainsaw as I took a stand between him and my tree. 

    “Finn, it’s time for this tree to go. It’s dying. One of these days, one of those branches is going to come down in a windstorm, right into your room. The tree needs to go. Besides, I need to make room for the back deck.”

    My dad had called it right. The thinning canopy bore mute testimony to his diagnosis, but it didn't matter; it was my tree. 

    I backed against the trunk. “Dad, no! This tree is going to outlast all of us.” I paused, searching for ammunition. “Besides, you’re never going to get that deck built. You know it!”

    “Finn,” he said in the overly reasonable tone he used when he felt I had gotten a little over dramatic, “The deck is beside the point. That tree is becoming a hazard and an eyesore.”

    I racked my brain for arguments. “I’ll fertilize it! And… and water it! And take care of it. I’ll get it healthy again. I’ll help you build the deck around it… whatever! Dad, you just can't cut it down.”

    My dad blinked his owl-eyed blink, considered for a moment, and then he sighed in defeat. “Finn, I don’t know that all the fertilizer and water in the world is going to help. I think it’s just old. Besides, I think oaks don’t need much water. I wouldn’t be surprised if it gets too much as it is in this soggy state.”

    He shook his head, looked down at his chainsaw longingly, and then turned away, obviously having been looking forward to some quality time with his saw.

    I turned with relief and ran my hands over the ragged gash in the tree where the saw had savaged it. As I did, one of the sharp edges bit deeply into my palm. Instead of reversing direction to pull my hand off the sharp wooden spear, I yanked my hand straight away, tearing more flesh off my palm. 

    I gaped at my bloodied hand, then at the blood on the vicious spike of wood sticking out from the tree, and swore like a sailor; something I could only do when my parents weren't around. After a short, cathartic rant, I headed in to Doctor Mom.

    


Hero's Reward

    The night I saved my oak tree from my dad’s chainsaw, she thanked me with a kiss.

    I sat contentedly on my branch. My oak had many branches, and I'd tried on each of them at one time or another, but this one was mine. Here, the bole at its base cradled me and protected me from falling. The bark of the trunk had split to make room for my spine so I could lean back and bask in the peace of many perfect moments.

    Together, the gentle breeze, the bright sun, and the canopy of leaves created dancing motes of light around me. My tree separated me from the world but didn’t isolate me from it. The solidity of the living wood beneath me connected me to the Earth, and through the rustling leaves, I saw a deep and beautiful blue sky, the kind we don't often get in Ohio. I basked in the familiar idyllic peace.

    My hand caressed the ridges and whorls of the bole beneath me, polished smooth from years of my attentions. As usual, my fondness for my tree reflected back to me. This time, though, the affection felt different. The tree’s warm presence not only flowed up beneath me, but beside me as well. 

    Joy filled me along with recognition. I knew her, though not in this form. Her emerald eyes grabbed my attention and held it. I could fall forever into their deep green depths, which were as endless as the blue sky above me.

    Unlike the sky, these eyes existed just for me. An exotic pixy-like face framed those impossibly large eyes and set the stage for her full, smiling lips. In turn, waves of luxurious dark green hair, the color of pine needles seen from afar, framed her cheeks and flowed down her back. Her beauty made me catch my breath, and when she saw my reaction, her face lit with mischievous promise. 

    She leaned forward and kissed me on my cheek. The vital smell of the world after a spring rain, blooming flowers, and green growing things scented her skin and filled me with life. I pulled back to look into her eyes again, but she followed me and kissed me on my other cheek and lingered there. 

    It was such a delicate and intimate moment, I didn’t want to move for fear of breaking it.

    Her soft breath caressed my cheek as she whispered secrets of the world to me. At the time, I understood everything she said, and I still remember the satisfaction of knowing, though her secrets evaporated along with the dream. 

    I sat in an unmeasured eddy of time until she leaned a little to the right and kissed me on my lips. Hers were like rose petals, soft and delicate, but left behind a burning promise, which spread from my lips throughout my body. I leaned forward for more...

    “Finn! It's getting late!” My mother woke me for school. Reality hit, sudden, jarring, and unwelcome. I sat up and looked around.

    “Damn.”

    “What's that dear?”

    “Nothing Mom.” How could she possibly hear me from the bottom of the stairs?  “I'll be right down.”

    I flopped back onto my bed and looked at the ceiling as I tried to cement the memory of the dream in my mind, and I wondered where it would have gone if I hadn't been...

    “Finn!” I leaped out of bed, “Coming Mom!”

    


Action and Reaction

    That dream remains crystal clear in my mind even through all the years and all the crazy things that have happened since, and that morning I had little room in my brain for anything else.

    I floated contentedly through the high school's hallways in my balloon of happy memories. I drifted around a corner and ran smack into the thorn of reality. My balloon popped, and with a jarring transition, I stood once again back in the hall of my high school. The thorn took the form of our local skinhead wanna-be, Erik Parmely, and two of his goon-squad, Chester and Ricky, circling someone out for their own special brand of entertainment.

    Erik had moved into the area about a year earlier, and he already led what we called the “Quartet of Evil,” even though five of them ran in the pack if you counted him. “Quintet of Evil” or “Pentagon of Evil” just didn’t carry the same je ne sais quoi. Erik resembled a short, bald ape, whose alpha dominance attracted a certain loyal following, but he just terrified me, and I made it a point to stay away from him.

    This time they had singled out Jen, my friend and my best friend Gregg’s little sister. Erik puckered his lips as he leaned toward Jen and crooned, “Come on little monkey girl, let me show you what it’s like to kiss a man!” 

    I was a live and let live kind of guy, extremely inclined to avoid trouble and, more importantly, pain. But, unfortunately for me, I liked her a lot. Thus, she triggered my inner hero, which I had safely packed away under a layer of prudence and enlightened self-interest. Mighty Finn broke free of his restraints and took the helm. Of course, this is not to say I was a unified front. As soon as my stomach figured out what my brain was planning, it threatened to pack up and leave.

    Before my stomach or prudence could catch up, I stepped between Erik and Jen and pushed him back. “Leave her alone, Erik. You’re being a jerk!”

    His head came up to about my nose, and I could see over his shiny, shaved pate, his heavy brow overhung his glaring, fierce blue eyes. Those eyes went wide with surprise.  The malice, which quickly replaced it, told me that perhaps I had been a bit hasty with my shove. I dropped my gaze, and it landed on his mountain gorilla-sized arms. The thought of the damage those simian appendages could do started me sweating. I took an involuntary step back.

    Erik stepped into me, and somehow, the fact that he had to sneer up at me didn’t seem to intimidate him at all. His face changed from happy malice to scowling anger. 

    “What the fuck is it to you, Morgenstern?”

    I had just painted a big target on my forehead. I swallowed hard and tried to backpedal. “Uh… Look, Erik, she’s not doing anything to you. She’s just a kid.”

    My fear chummed the waters of his inner shark, and he stepped into me with a hard shove. “I said, ‘What the fuck is it to you, fat boy?’ Huh?” He pushed me again. 

    I tried to back away, but one of his goons slipped behind me and stopped me. 

    “Are you gonna do something about it, Morgenstern?” Shove. “Huh?” Shove. 

    The goon behind me slapped me on the side of the head and echoed Erik. “Huh Morgenstern?” 

    The stinging slap emphasized painfully where this was going. The pack had found better prey—me. Fear clenched my gut, but I did the only thing that popped into my head—take out the leader, and the rest would run away. 

    Yeah, right. 

    I charged Erik. His surprised look was comical, but then so was my fighting style. I just tried to grab him and ram him into the lockers. I honestly had no idea what else to do. 

    Of course, Erik loved to fight and wasn’t discomfited long enough to do me any good. He punched me in the side of my head, but his elbow smacked into the locker behind him and spoiled his aim. It didn’t connect well enough to register through my terror driven adrenaline overload. I stepped back and took a wild swing at him. Somehow, my lame punch landed square on his nose. I don’t know who it surprised more—him or me.

    Mr. Schneider, my first year biology (and now favorite) teacher, chose that moment to save me. He shouted at us and pulled me away. I'm sure I hurt myself more than I hurt Erik.

    “OK, break it up, boys.” He pulled too slowly, and Erik swung a punch that hit me square in the eye. I staggered back into Schneider’s arms.

    Anger and exasperation filled Schneider’s voice. “Erik, I said that’s enough.”

    At that moment, Chester yowled in pain and Erik scowled. “Yeah, well he started it!”

    I didn’t answer. The stars floating around my head occupied my attention.

    Schneider pushed me upright and looked over at Chester, who had grabbed Jen when the fight started and released her as soon as Schneider showed up. Jen used that time productively to stomp on his foot. She was wearing her favorite black leather boots, so it must have hurt.

    Erik took advantage of the distraction as well. He stepped into me and punched me in the gut. The new pain took my mind off my eye, and I doubled over and tried to draw a breath.

    Schneider yelled, “I said, that’s enough!” He pulled me away from Erik. “Parmely, back off. That goes for you, too, Miss Washington.”

    While I struggled with my uncooperative diaphragm, I heard Jen yell, “Parmely and his limpdickwads started it!”

    “That’s a lie. He hit me first. It’s not my fault!” 

    I finally managed to draw a shuddering breath and Schneider put his hand on my back. “You going to be okay, Morgenstern?”

    I struggled upright and mutely nodded my head. 

    Erik’s face had turned blotchy red with anger. “He hit me first!”

    “Lower your voice Erik. We are not deaf.” Schneider locked eyes with me. “Is that true Morgenstern?”

    I didn’t trust myself to speak yet, so I shook my head. I shrank back when it looked as if Erik was going to hit me again.

    Schneider saw it, too, and he had no problem meeting Erik in the eyes. “Enough, Erik! What have you been told about fighting?”

    Erik dropped his head, hunched his shoulders, and tried to look like a kicked dog. “I’m sorry, Mr. Schneider, but it wasn’t my fault.”

    Schneider didn't give that story a moment's consideration. “I don’t think that’s good enough this time, Mr. Parmely.” Then he turned to the growing crowd and asked loudly, “Who here saw what happened?”

    The only person who stepped up was Jen. Her eyes were red with unshed tears. “These fuckheads started it. Finn was just trying to help me.”

    Schneider raised his eyebrow at her command of the seamier side of the English language, and then he rounded us all up and marched us to the principal’s office. 

    Our school considered fighting a serious offense, especially after the Chardon and other school shootings. We sat in the waiting room for what seemed like forever. Erik’s glare promised bad things. Jen sat still and withdrawn and studied her hand in her lap. Her long, black, colorfully beaded hair hid her pretty brown face. Jen's father was black and her mother was Venezuelan. She had the mocha brown skin of her father and the fine features of her mother with full lips and a contagious smile.

    I wished I could somehow go to her and comfort her, but I just sat fiddling with my bear whistle where it hung around my neck. Its familiar solidity and strength helped me in my battle to look calm and collected when my insides were swirling like water flushed down a toilet. Of course, the aftermath of the adrenalin rush continued to make me feel spaghetti-legged. On top of that, the smacks to the head had given me a roaring headache and my stomach churned.

    Schneider talked behind a closed door with the principal for about two ice ages. 

    Without any indication how she knew, the secretary directed Jen to go on in. An agonizing, but short, interval later, she came out of the room of doom, closed the door behind her, and fled the office without meeting anyone's eyes.

    The secretary stared at me and nodded her head toward the principal’s door.

    I'd never been to the principal’s office before. I had problems with authority figures- they scared me. I tried not to let my fear show as I walked in. But undoubtedly, my pallor and shaking legs almost certainly gave me away. Principal Hayman sat behind his large, ornate wooden desk as if royalty, and Schneider stood like his loyal retainer behind him and to his right. Hayman might have examined a bug with more enthusiasm, but thankfully, Mr. Schneider gave me an encouraging smile. The principal granted me a terrifying but short audience. He let me give my version of the story, nodded to me, and said, “Thank you, Mr. Morgenstern, you may go.”

    That took me by surprise. I’m sure it reflected in my voice. “That’s it?”

    “Yes. Your story checks out with Miss Washington. This is not the first time Mr. Parmely has been in this kind of trouble. You may go.”

    I blurted, “Thank you,” and fled. 

    When I got into the hall, Jen was waiting for me. She held her books tight against her chest like a shield.

    “Finn, are you okay?”

    I nodded unconvincingly.

    “Thanks for stepping up for me. That was very brave. I hope you didn’t get into any trouble. He's such a jerk.”

    I was still shaken but tried to keep my voice even. “Nope, I didn’t get into any trouble.”

    “Finn, could you do me one more favor?”

    “Uh, sure. I guess.” I prayed she wasn’t going to ask me to help her get revenge.

    “Can you not tell my brother about this?”

    “I guess so. Why?”

    “Because if he hears about it, he’ll go after Erik. He likes to act tough, but Erik would tear him apart, and I don’t want him getting thrown out of school for fighting.”

    I nodded. It made sense. “Sure, but if he finds out I didn’t tell him, he’ll kick my ass.”

    She smiled and ran her fingers across her lips. “My lips are sealed.” Then she kissed me on the cheek with those sealed lips before bouncing off, with her beaded hair dancing and clicking away merrily.

    I stood for a moment in bemusement while her kiss burned on my cheek and then headed to the safety of the science lab before Erik came out of the office behind me. My open period only had about ten minutes left, but I needed to recover.

    ***

    Gregg and Jim sat at our usual table. They were a study in contrasts. Jim was pale and slender with short brown hair and plaid dress shirt while Gregg sported dark skin, dreadlocks, lean muscles, and a Nirvana t-shirt.

    When Gregg saw the red ring around my eye, he sat straight up with wide eyes and open mouth. He recovered quickly and said with a gleam in his eye, “Damn, homie. Looks like someone put the smack hand to you, yo.”

    Shaking from adrenalin head-to-toe, I sat and dropped my head to the table with a thunk. I mumbled into my arms, “I just got into a fight with Erik Parmely.”

    Gregg's face lit with glee. “Damn, who’d a skeened that you got tips, bro?”

    I lifted my head to gape at him. “Huh?”

    Jim came to my rescue. “Cut it out, Gregg. Are you okay, Finn?”

    I dropped my head again and moaned. “No, I’m a dead man walking.”

    Sounding excited rather than sympathetic, Gregg asked, “So what happened?”

    I related the story, sans name of freshman being bullied, and ended with a sigh. “I’m so screwed.”

    When Gregg heard what happened to me, while trying to rescue some random, hapless freshman, he dropped his lame attempts at ghetto slang. “That little rabid freak needs to be put down. Somebody needs to kick his ass.”

    Of all my friends, Gregg was the only one even partially qualified to contemplate such a thing. Unfortunately, Jen was right, he wasn’t a fighter, and Erik would mop the floor with him. That knowledge blunted my guilt at lying to my friend, but didn't eliminate it.

    “Gregg, don’t even go there. He’s always got his gang with him.”

    He scowled. “Then we’ll just have to go after them together.”

    “Oh, yeah. That’s what we need, a gang war between the geeks and the jocks; they'll be so scared.” 

    Jim tapped his pen against the desk and grinned. “We need bigger guns.”

    I couldn’t appreciate his attempt at humor. “Crap. You should have seen the way he looked at me while we were sitting in the office.” I groaned. “I am so screwed.”

    Gregg said, “Don’t worry, bro. We got your back.”

    Jim nodded. “We’ll make sure someone walks with you between all your classes.”

    Gregg seconded that. “If he so much as sneezes at you, I’ll kick his ass so hard, he won’t crap for a week.”

    I had to smile at that. “Thanks guys.” Good friends are priceless.

    Just before the bell rang the end of the period, Mr. Schneider walked into the room. He strode up to me and lifted my chin so he could examine my budding shiner.

    “That’s going to be quite the colorful badge of honor, Morgenstern. I never pegged you for the heroic type.” He dropped his hand. “Are you going to be okay?”

    I lowered my gaze and nodded.

    “Yeah, well, that's one troubled kid. He won’t bother anyone for a couple of weeks. Hayman suspended him from school.”

    I sighed in relief and gave him my own wavery smile. “Thanks, Mr. Schneider.”

    “You bet. Now get to class and try not to start any more fights, understand?”

    I nodded in wholehearted agreement and headed out. Having Erik exiled would certainly help, but the wrath of the Quartet was still enough to concern me.

    After a long queasy day spent trying to figure out a cool way to deal with the comments about my increasingly colorful face, the last bell rang. When I hurried out to catch the bus, I ran smack into Erik. He stepped in front of me, and when I walked into him, he slammed me back into the bricks of the building.

    The reddened bruise around his eye from my punch was smaller than mine, and it just made him look more dangerous as he snarled at me. “Morgenstern, you are dead! Do you know how fucked I’m going to be when my father finds out about this?”

    Wide eyed and terrified, I shook my head quickly. I was so dead.

    “Erik, you bully! Get away from him!”

    My heart sank when I saw my protector’s identity. Jen had come to my rescue this time. I examined my priorities and decided that maybe being dead would have been better.

    Erik pulled back with widened eyes at the surprise challenge from the slight young woman, and then turned a gaze of mocking disbelief on me. “Christ, Morgenstern! You’ve got your little darky girlfriend fighting your battles for you? You are a freaking coward and a traitor to your race.”

    The bus monitor finally showed. She scowled at Erik. “That's enough, young man! You need to get off this campus before I call the police and have you removed.”

    By this time, Gregg had come out and joined the fun. He took one look at Parmely and the set of his face told me his intentions. I stuck my arm out to stop him. Realizing the time had come to leave, Erik gave everyone a look of utter contempt. 

    He scowled at me. “Watch your back, Morgenstern!” Then he turned and walked away.

    My legs almost gave out with relief. I took a shuddering breath and stumbled to the bus with Jen and Gregg. 

    Jen touched my arm. “You okay, Finn?”

    “I'm fine Jen.”

    “You sure?”

    “Yes, I'm sure. That skin-headed gorilla doesn't scare me.”

    Gregg snorted.

    On the way home, Gregg heard the whole story about the after-school ambush and Jen's bravery. He turned to his sister with an uncharacteristic respect. “Damn, sis! Who’d a skeened you got tips too?”

    I shook my head as I decided that tips must have meant, “insanely suicidal tendencies”.

    Gregg nudged his sister with affection. “You can come and help me kick the crap out of him.”

    She grinned, but I jumped in before she could reply. “Gregg, you can’t do it. Did you see the arms on that guy? He could bench press all of us.”

    “Somebody’s got to put him in his place.”

    “Look, Gregg, he won’t be around till the week of finals. After that, we’ll be in college, he’ll rob a liquor store, go to jail, and we will never see him again.”

    Jen said, “He’s right, big bro. You don’t need to do anything to jeopardize your chances at college.”

    Gregg finally bobbed his head, though he scrunched his lips in annoyance.

    The happy memory of what Jen had done to Chester popped into my head and temporarily overshadowed my angst about Parmely. I grinned at Jen and winked at her. She responded with her sweet smile.

    ***

    My relief at arriving home safely caused me to forget about my eye-bow until I walked into the kitchen, and my mom’s mouth dropped open in shock.

    That afternoon at home, after relating my attempts to help some, previously unknown, hapless boy, (parents talk) I got hugs, lectures, and congratulations from them both. My mom told me that I shouldn’t get into fights, and my dad said, “Finn, I’m proud of you for wanting to protect that boy, but if you’re going to be the world’s protector, we need to teach you how to fight.” 

    Uneasily, I backed away from that idea and hoped he wasn’t serious. The one time I signed up for Judo, I lasted two sessions. After spending both sessions doing nothing but throwing myself down on a mat, I decided it wasn’t for me. I was more comfortable discussing strategy and tactics than being in the middle of them.

    To change the subject, I said, “Uh, yeah… Hey do you want to come to the nursery with me to see what I can get to help my tree?”

    “Sure, let’s go.”

    We headed off, and I spent the rest of my afternoon taking care of my tree.

    


What Dreams May Come

    The night after my fight with Erik, I sat at my desk in my room, trying to get through my calculus homework. The memory of my confrontation kept popping up like an unexpected viper in a whack-a-mole game. Every time that poisonous snake popped up, the gophers of my calculus problems went unwhacked. 

    I pulled back from a particularly unpleasant vision of myself in a body cast and looked around the room while fingering the bear where it rested against my shirt. Squiffy, my hamster, was asleep in his little fake log inside his cage. I thought about waking him, but decided that someone in this room should be getting some sleep, so I looked elsewhere. My gaze settled on my collection. My collection contained all the arrowheads, bottles, and other artifacts I've collected over the years. It also includes a range of different crystals. Some of them, generally the smaller and shabbier of them, I had found. Others, I had bought for myself, usually from my Uncle Mark's shop. The rest were presents from various friends and relatives who knew how much I liked crystals, fossils and rocks. In pride of place, hanging from a hook above the rest of my collection was a large, clear, purple amethyst that hung from a chain attached to the silver crown on the larger end. 

    I called it my dreamstone. Not only was it the largest and clearest crystal I owned, it was the only thing I had of my birth mother; I identified it with her. She had been wearing it the day she gave me life—the day she died. I had an impulse to get up and grab it, but I resisted. If I did that, I knew where it would lead.

    Even after so many years, just touching that stone filled me with a need to create, a need to tell stories. I knew if I picked it up, my calculus was doomed. I would spend the rest of the night writing stories about the world of my imagination that I called Illyria. In the last three years, I’d had to fight that desire. I needed that time to study and keep my grades up.

    I wrenched my gaze back to the unfinished problem-set on my desk and noticed that my right hand had clasped around my bear.

    I found myself doing that more and more lately. 

    Long ago, I accepted the fact that I became attached to things. Once that happened, I couldn't bear to part with them. The bear was an extreme case in point. Besides my dreamstone, that bear was the coolest thing I had ever owned. I still wore it on a string around my neck, and my hands sought out the cool, smooth, weight of it. I loved to hold it and rub my fingers over it like a fiddle stone. My mom said I liked to touch and feel things because I had “sensory integration” issues. Whatever it was, it usually calmed me down.

    But tonight, even the comfort of my bear whistle didn't seem to help me focus.

    I looked my bear in the eye. “You could be more help here, you know.” 

    It didn't answer, but as I met its black gaze, I had the familiar urge to make it speak by playing on the whistle. As usual, I couldn't bring myself to do it. I knew my fear of playing the whistle was silly, but after what happened at the burial mound, I wouldn't chance it.

    Between my bear musings and my confrontation with Erik, I couldn't get anything productive done. My calculus homework lay unfinished before me and the pressure from the fight and unfinished schoolwork had reduced me to talking to my bear.

    My attention returned back to my dreamstone. This time, I failed my saving throw (meaning my resistance was futile) and grabbed it off its hanger.

    When I was younger, I believed that the stories I wove around the amethyst came from my mother; she spoke to me through the stone, telling me the bedtime stories she never had the chance to weave in person. It gave me a connection to her and helped when life got me down.

    Dad gave it to me on my tenth birthday. 

    I remembered him holding it out to me after everyone else had left my party. 

    “Son, this belonged to your birth mother. She loved it, and I know she would have wanted you to have it. Now that you’re ten, I think you’re responsible enough to keep it safe.”

    Wide eyed, I said, “Wow!” 

    Beautiful by itself, the romantic mystique of my birth mother made it priceless. I dearly loved my adoptive mom and didn’t need another, but sometimes I wished I could have met my birth mother. My dad had some photos of her, but he told me that they didn't reveal her true beauty. I pictured her as a compassionate woman, full of life, whose boundless love for me survived after her death. Even after so long, I still imagine her that way.

    Knowing the crystal had belonged to my mother made it more valuable to me than any gift. I reached to take it, but my dad pulled back just far enough that I couldn’t grab it. His set jaw and firm brow reminded me how serious he was. “This is not a toy. It will break if you drop or mishandle it, and a part of your mother will be gone forever if you lose it. Can I count on you to keep this safe?”

    The value he placed on the stone caused me to value it every bit as much. I nodded solemnly. “Yes, Dad.”

    His eyes shone, and he smiled at me before placing the crystal in my eager hands. 

    “I promise I’ll keep it safe.”

    The crystal immediately enthralled me. Its cool, mysterious, and intriguing touch fascinated me and I spent hours staring into its purple depths, wondering about its history. My imagination told me that I held a powerful artifact crafted in a time of magic and worn by the warrior high priestess I called Il Saia. Since the crystal evoked all this, it seemed only natural that it should figure prominently in the stories of my magical dream world. Funny how sometimes you get things exactly backwards.

    In time, I introduced other people to my world, and they played teams of heroes who adventured there. I called my world Seru. Humans, one of the several races of Seru, lived in a city-state called Illyria. Of course, my game city looked just like my dream city. Il Saia, a title that loosely translated to “The High Holy Protector,” led the Illyrians. Charged with keeping Illyria safe from all threats, she often sent the team out on important missions to battle with their world’s many enemies. 

    Working on my world increasingly commanded my attention, consumed my time, and diminished my grades. Fortunately for me, my native intelligence allowed me to coast through grade school and junior high, but when I hit the second semester of my freshman year of high school, I was unable to keep up without more effort. My grades started falling, and by my junior year, they got so poor that the danger of not passing the grade forced me to change priorities. My dad played a pivotal role in this decision and his threat of taking away my gaming nights with my friends helped me see his point of view.

    That night, when my thoughts were in so much discord, I fell under the dream stone's thrall and forgot all about calculus. Instead, I thought about my dream world and spent my time writing about dryads in Seru. 

    A type of tree nymph, dryads historically inhabited oak trees and laid traps for unwary Greeks, Romans, and Celts. Since I was certain the girl in my dream had been a subconscious embodiment of my love for that old oak, “dryad” seemed a fitting classification for her.

    That night, fueled by the memory of a kiss, dryads became the femme-fatales of my magical world—hot, sexy crusaders for the trees. They guarded deep forests against humans’ depredation, and used their sexy, feminine wiles to lure men into their trees. There, the dryads would either kill them or keep them as mindless sex slaves. Only in unusual cases would they approach a person to converse. In truly exceptional cases, with powerful wizards, for example, they might take that man or woman as a lover. In my hormone-soaked brain, I couldn’t imagine that male dryads existed, but, of course, the oversexed females sometimes took women lovers. Surviving the touch of a dryad would dub you Treefriend, and once marked by a dryad in such a way, a person could travel across the world by entering any tree and then step out of another. 

    I went to bed far too late, still peering into the purple depths of my amethyst and dreamt of Illyria.

    ***

    I pause on the white marble balcony to look over my beloved city. Its delicate marble and crystal spires rise from the forests, which fill the areas between the buildings and thoroughfares, providing shade and grace for its citizens. Fierce love and protectiveness flow through me, and I vow to do everything I can to save my city from the coming storm. Thoughts of victory fuel my determination. We will fight the invasion of those who would destroy us, and we will come out undefeated and stronger.

    My aide, Kaawen, steps onto the balcony behind me, and the deferential clearing of her throat is no surprise. When she speaks, her gravelly voice carries the import of her words. “Il Saia, all are finally gathered and waiting for you.”

    I sigh in resignation. It is time to wage the first battle of the war. I must convince the council members that the time for diplomacy has passed, that we must gear up for invasion, or the vast numbers arrayed against us will easily and quickly overwhelm us. 

    I turn and look into the gentle, knowing brown eyes of Kaawen, who waits patiently for me, the same way she waits for everything. Those eyes offset the naturally belligerent look of her protruding brows, prominent nose, and large teeth. She carries the wide, muscular girth of all the Gentle Race, and her coarse brown body hair completes the image of crude strength.

    My heart fills with gratitude at her presence. She is my rock and a constant source of wisdom and strength. I’m glad she will be beside me through the coming frustrations of dealing with the council.

    “So, Kaawen, are you ready to go in and knock some sense into those rock-hard heads?”

    She smiles, displaying a startling number of teeth. “Unfortunately, Il Saia, I believe most have no room in their heads for sense. You may have to fill them with fear of your displeasure to get them properly motivated.”

    I smile back, though not with happiness. “So, let us go and spread some motivation.”

    Beep…beep…beep…

    


Back In The World

    The alarm cut sharply through the tapestry of my dream, and I opened my eyes to my mundane bedroom. In my mind’s eye, the silvery light of the gray Ohio skies filtered through the leaves of my oak tree, transformed into a living, soft, but vital green. At the time, I didn’t even notice it. All I could think of for a few moments was Illyria.

    Over the years, my dreams of Illyria had gone from vague images of the city, its people, and its history, to detailed and emotionally impacting scenes and stories. Often, the newer ones would correct misconceptions I had taken from previous dreams. As always, I had a strong desire to write down the newest facets presented. That beautiful and poignant moment on the balcony revealed a lot to me about the fierce protectiveness of Il Saia and her friendship with Kaawen. Unfortunately, one look at the clock was all it took to drive that urge out of my mind. 

    Panic lent me energy. I hopped out of bed and dressed in record time, cursing myself for not getting up when the alarm first rang. It would have given me enough time to finish my homework, but the heartless march of time didn’t allow for artistic pauses. I ran downstairs, poured myself a bowl of cereal, and devoured it while I worked on my calculus problem set. I'd studied hard to get my grades back into the A and B range, and the thought of losing those good grades and failing to get into college, threw me into a panic.

    My mother, getting ready to go for the day, came into the kitchen, still tucking her long brown hair into a bun suitably conservative for a tenured professor. “Good morning, sweetheart. You’re running a bit late, aren’t you?”

    “Yeah, I overslept.”

    She eyed me scribbling away on my calculus worksheet. “Weren’t you supposed to get that done last night?”

    “I tried, but I couldn’t concentrate on it.”

    At that point, my dad came in. “I thought you were supposed to get that done last night.” “Uh, yeah… I got distracted.”

    The corners of his lips dipped. “I thought we were all clear on this. Schoolwork comes first. You can’t allow your fantasy world to become more important than your future.”

    “I know, I know, but this is the first time in a month, and I just got this brilliant idea about dryads, and—”

    He held up his hands. “Just make sure you keep in mind what’s important. I’m sure your fantasies are fun, but the real world packs a punch if you ignore it.”

    “Yes, sir.”

    He mussed my hair and kissed me on my head. “Goodbye, son.” 

    Mom kissed my cheek. “Goodbye, sweetheart.” 

    They headed out the door with their arms around each other. Both of them taught at the university. My dad taught geology at the university and Mom taught chemistry. They had tenure and were professors for life. For two people with such stodgy careers, they were sometimes embarrassingly demonstrative. 

    I rubbed my head in resigned irritation. What other eighteen year old gets kisses from both his mom and dad?

    Working against the clock, I crammed on my problem set. Finally, I gave up and ran out the door—just in time to miss the bus. I spotted Gregg sitting in the back, waving out the window at me with an evil grin on his face. 

    “Aw, crap!”

    In a flash, I whipped out my cell phone and called Dave. He had a car and was the only guy I knew with one who lived anywhere close, although my house wasn’t exactly on his way to school. 

    “Mighty Finn!” he said. 

    I liked his nickname for me. It made me feel special. Nobody else called me that except my family doctor, though, which disappointed me sometimes. When I asked my doctor about it, he said it came from the old 60s song about an Eskimo called the Mighty Quinn. Go figure.

    “Davey Boy! I missed the bus! You gotta come pick me up.”

    “Finn, if I come pick you up, I’m going to be late.”

    “Yeah, I know, but I’m desperate here. If you don’t pick me up, I’m going to be like a half hour late, and you know how Kramer gets. How about I ride my bike out to Granville and you pick me up there? That will save you ten minutes.”

    “All right, but get your butt out there. If you’re not there, I’m going to let your sorry ass bike to school.”

    “Thanks, Dave! I’ll be there.” 

    I raced back to the house, grabbed my bike, and made record time out to Granville Road. When I arrived, out of breath and sweating, I locked my bike to a light pole, and in short order, Dave drove down the road. His old beat-up yellow Mustang rattled up to me and squealed to a stop. The Mustang barely ran on good days, and any accident would have spelled doom, as in S.P.L.A.T., for its passengers, but it ran. 

    I didn’t care much about cars, but Dave loved that Mustang as much as I loved my tree or my iPhone. He spent most weekends tinkering with it and industriously saved money to cherry it out, even though he never got around to it. 

    When I asked him what drove his passion, he just grinned and said, “Finn, everyone knows hot cars are chick magnets!” 

    That just about summarized our knowledge of the mysterious fairer sex.

    I slammed the squeaking door shut with a resounding rattle. 

    Dave glared at me and snapped, “Don’t slam the damn door!”

    “Oops, sorry I keep forgetting. Thanks for this. I owe you big time.”

    He chilled, easing back into the worn seat. “Yep, I think an extra ten pawn of vis for Aden should express your gratitude adequately.” 

    Dave played Aden in my gaming world, a wizard of some power and prestige who was a magic slut. Vis, pronounced “wees”, held distilled magical power in the gaming system of Ars Magica we used when playing. I cringed a bit inside for a couple of reasons. First, I always felt like such a geek when we talked game mechanics outside the safety of our gaming nights. Of all our gaming friends, I think only Gregg felt that way, too. The oddity of the guy who spent all his free time designing our adventures and being uncomfortable about it was not lost on me. I suspected it came from my dad’s ruthless brand of secular humanistic realism. He held supernatural tales, magic, and religion in utter disdain.

    I voiced my second reason for cringing. “Dave, you could summon up a full-blown hurricane with that much vis!”

    He grinned, “Yep, I got big plans.”

    “I’ll give you two.”

    “Ten or you’re walking.”

    “Okay.” I sighed and tossed my hands in the air. Then, thinking about my game led me to remember my dream of the dryad from the previous night. “Dude, I had this great dream the other night.” I related the dream to Dave and then told him how it had lured me into working on my game instead of calculus last night. I finished about the time we pulled into the school parking lot. “So, I guess we should be prepared for a lot of dryads in our next game?”

    I matched his grin as I tugged my bag over my shoulder and stepped out of the car. “Oh, yeah.”

    The bell sounded, and I rushed to first period English Composition with Miss “Battleaxe” Kramer. She intimidated me so much I even forgot about getting an escort of friends to keep me safe from Parmely's revenge. I forgot, that is, till I saw Chester walking down the hall towards me. Oh crap, I should have known.

    I wanted to turn and walk a different way, but Kramer's wrath was scarier than Chester's so I brazened it out. I kept my eyes down and walked as fast as I could. When I passed Chester, he muttered, “Dick.” That was it. I spent the rest of my walk to class thanking whoever might be responsible for my luck, but my gratitude was short lived.

    Miss Kramer’s short stature came packed full of mean. She had no patience for anyone who didn’t believe that grammar and style weren’t the most important things in the universe. 

    I made it through the door just as the second bell rang and she pulled it shut. I got a glare for my efforts but gave her my best brown-nosing smile.

    “Good morning, Miss Kramer.”

    “Get in your seat, Mr. Morgenstern,” she said, undeceived. 

    Quite often, I did sincerity poorly, even when I was sincere. 

    I slid into my seat, nodding to a couple of friends.

    Miss Kramer had a nasally voice that grated my ears. Today was no exception. “Class, today we are going to be writing in our journals.” 

    Several groans echoed through the room, but I wanted to pump my fist in the air and cry, “Yes!” What a perfect excuse to give me time to finish my calculus. To the rustle of other kids searching their bags for their notebooks, I pulled my homework out and started on it again. 

    Just as I squeaked out the last derivatives, Miss Kramer snatched up my work. I nearly had a heart attack. I hadn’t heard her sneak up in my rush to finish.

    “What do we have here, Mister Morgenstern?” She skimmed the paper. 

    My witty riposte consisted of, “Uh…” I blamed that genius remark on missing breakfast.

    “Mr. Morgenstern, you will see me at the end of class. Now get out your journal and work on your English assignment.” 

    My face turned red at the assorted snickers and whispers, quickly cut short by a glare from the Battleaxe. “Everyone, back to work.” 

    About ten minutes later, the bell rang and everyone flooded toward the door after dropping their journals on the Battleaxe’s desk—everyone, that was, except for me. 

    Miss Kramer eyed me over her horn-rimmed glasses. I swear she kept a copy of “The Far Side” beside her bed as a fashion guide. 

    “Mr. Morgenstern, I teach English in this class. When you are here, I expect you to learn English, not arithmetic, or history, or whatever else may take your fancy.”

    While staring at my calculus homework sitting forlornly on her desk, I mumbled, “Yes, Miss Kramer.”

    “Just to be sure you understand, you can have this back when you complete your journal entry.” She waved the illusive pages in my face.

    So not fair! I gaped at her. “But…but, calculus is my next class, and he won’t accept it if I turn it in late!”

    “Not my problem, Mr. Morgenstern. Perhaps you should have finished this last night instead.”

    Sheesh! There ought to be a rule saving you from enduring more than one lecture for a single mistake. All my arguments tried to bubble up, but when I saw the self-satisfied smile on the Battleaxe’s thin lips, I realized I had none. I wheeled around to flee the room, but she called me back before I reached the door. 

    “Mr. Morgenstern, I have not dismissed you yet.”

    I spun around with fury in my heart and mayhem on my mind. From her dropped smirk, I knew she saw my rage. 

    She looked down at her paperwork. “You may go.”

    I left fuming, stomping, and kicking lockers, and ignored the stares from other students while I headed to my next class to face the music there. Anger made me reckless and, yet again, I totally forgot my fears of the Quartet’s Revenge. After a disastrous calculus session, Jim met me outside the classroom, and we headed to the science lab for my open period, where we hung out with the other nerds who thought brains were good and science was important.

    At our school, every species of student had its native habitat: the jocks hung out in the gym; the stoners vanished into the woods; and the nerds retreated into the science lab. It wasn’t actually a lab, but more of a study room. As usual, the room held an odd assortment of nerdy types reading or writing industriously. Several tables surrounded by chairs filled the room in rows along with stacks of science reference books and magazines along the walls. Anyone could check out equipment like microscopes, and binoculars from the lab, but the Science Department only had one of each. Usually for this period, Gregg and Jim arrived first together. They only had to come around the corner from the AP Chemistry lab. Gregg greeted me with a wide smile, and a voice held low as I plopped down on a chair. 

    “Hey, homey! Howz muh mofo favorite peckerwood fro da hood, yo?” 

    Gregg had been practicing. I rolled my eyes and said, “How long have you been saving that one for?” 

    He laughed, white teeth flashing against his mocha face. “Hey, don’t make a bro get all active on your whitey ass, yo. Doan throw a shade on a mofo from the hood. Yo dig?”

    I frowned and reminded him, “You’re from upstate New York, Gregg, and your dad is a doctor from Arizona. You moved here when you were ten. You don’t have a hood; you live in a neighborhood. And besides, don’t you think you’re being condescending and racist with all that?”

    He dropped his fake, and probably inaccurate, attempt at Ebonics. “It would only be condescending if I were making fun of it, but I happen to find it a compelling, concise, and poetic dialect of English. It would only be racist if you did it. When I do it, it’s culturally identifying with my racial peers. Besides, I get the joy of knowing it bugs the hell out of you.”

    “Uh-huh.”

    “Did the Battleaxe tear you a new one for being late?”

    “No, Dave picked me up, so I was just on time. I finished my calculus in English class, but Kramer confiscated it.”

    “Damn, boy, that’s harsh. What happened? I thought you loved that calculus class.”

    “I do. I just got to working on my game last night.”

    “Well, at least your F was for a good cause. We thank you for your sacrifice.” 

    Though I still felt rotten, there were appearances to keep up. I stuck my nose in the air and sniffed disdainfully. “At least someone recognizes the sacrifices I make for the edification of my friends!” 

    The time went by quickly and soon I was headed to my next class. This time, Jeff escorted me. It didn't make much sense that I felt safer walking next to Jeff or Jim, neither of whom could fight any better than I. I wouldn't be surprised if I subconsciously decided I had a better chance of getting away if any of the Quartet of Evil caught my friends first. 

    Maybe I'm being uncharitable to my younger self, and I would have jumped in to save my friends, but happily, that test of my character wasn’t scheduled for that day. After we left the lab, the remainder of my classes went smoothly. My friends took their turns escorting me around the school from class to class, and I didn’t have any run-ins with the Quartet. My anger at Miss Kramer and, to a lesser amount, myself, simmered all day. I just couldn’t shake it.

    To help me toss off my bad mood, Dave, Jen, Gregg and I made a trip to the Grease Burger, where I worked nights and weekends, to have a direct salt and fat attitude adjustment. The rest of the world knew the Grease Burger as the “Mighty Burger.” It sold burgers, shakes, and other standard Americana health food. The burgers were actually pretty good, and the place did a rocking business, but seeing what went on behind the scenes would have dimmed the enthusiasm of anyone less tolerant of... er, perhaps more, uh... hygienically minded than I. 

    Jen was sitting next to me, and her floral scent surrounded me while I was eating my fries. It was a pleasant combination. Dave, sitting across from us, was industriously stuffing his face with a double burger and was unusually quiet.

    “Hey Finn, how was your day?” asked Jen. “Did you run into any of Erik’s many assholes?”

    I laughed despite myself. Sometimes her language jarred me a bit. It just didn’t fit my image of the chaste young girl I imagined her to be. That particular thought would have shown a more observant version of me that I needed to update my image of Jen. Unfortunately, there is only me, Ian Finn “If it were poisonous, I’d be dead” Morgenstern. I can be a little slow at adapting to reality.

    I said, “No, just had a run-in with the Battleaxe this morning. She reamed me for doing my calculus homework in her class, ripped it up, and I got an F.” I shortened the truth a little to make it more dramatic.

    She regarded me seriously with her big brown eyes. “You know she’s not that bad, Finn. If you just showed some interest in her class, she would like you a whole lot more. She’s a terrific teacher, and I happen to like her class.”

    Annoyance at receiving a lecture from a young girl flashed through me, but ran smack into her earnest brown gaze. My irritation slid off that wall of pretty and fluttered to the ground.

    My ego’s need to conquer fought with my desire to please a pretty girl. I reached a compromise, which came out as a desultory, “Yeah, maybe.”

    Then, I got my lesson for the day thrown in my face yet again. “Besides, Finn, she’s right; you really should have finished your calculus homework last night.”

    This, of course, was like CPR for my dying irritation. “Gee, thanks, Mom.”

    If my tone bothered her, it didn’t show. Gregg arrived with his fries and sat next to Dave. 

    Jen still wasn’t done, though. “I know you’ve been working hard on your grades lately so you can get that scholarship, what happened with your homework?”

    Having a close-knit gang of friends had its good points and bad. This was an example of the latter type. Everyone knew my business.

    Gregg piped in, “Give him a break, Jen. He was taking one for the team.”

    I told her about the work I did on the dryads in my world the previous night. I didn’t tell her that fear of Parmely and his thugs had driven me to it. 

    When I finished, Jen frowned. “I think it's sexist that there are only female dryads.”

    “You can take that up with the Greeks.” I said.

    “No, really, I want the chance to have some big, naked, muscle bound hunk of a man pull me into a tree and have his way with me.”

    Gregg's jaw dropped. “Jen!”

    Dave snickered. “I imagine that boy'd be swinging a huge woody!”

    Jen's lips pushed out into a puckered smile, and she batted her eyes at Dave. “Oh yeah, as big as a tree stump... Unlike yours twig-boy!”

    I laughed as Dave sputtered and Gregg glared at his little sister. Maybe I didn't need to censor my stories for Jen after all.

    


Showdown at Frankies

    A couple days later, I woke up feeling fantastic. All thoughts of Erik and English had been banished. I caught the bus without a fuss and sat with Jen and Gregg. On the way, I told them about my latest dream. 

    This time, it started out with me sitting in the kitchen eating lunch. The voluptuous form of the dryad appeared through the sliding glass door leading out back. Reflections on the door from the kitchen spoiled my view, but the parts of her I could see were intriguingly bare. She smiled and beckoned me with a finger. Entranced, I got up, went to the door, and opened it. It was definitely a dream, because I can’t ever get that damn door open when I’m awake. I went out back and looked for her, but didn’t see her until I heard a little giggle from behind my oak. I turned to catch sight of her ducking behind the tree. 

    As in the last dream, the oak towered above me, immense and so healthy it almost glowed. I dashed behind the trunk, but she had disappeared. I searched everywhere and then whirled when something pulled my hair from behind. As fast as I spun, she was quicker, and I only saw a flash of leg and lusciously curved derriere disappearing behind the trunk of the oak. I ran around the tree again, and then I heard her gentle laughter drifting down from up above. I looked up to see her face peering at me from one of the large lower branches. I climbed up after her. We continued our chase through the tree. I never could see her fully and just got tantalizing glimpses of naked flesh. 

    Throughout the climb, her joyous laughter was constant goad. We continued up and up into the tree. Finally, I reached the topmost branch that I could stand on. In the dream, my oak towered over the lesser trees of the forest, but I barely noticed the view. My quarry wasn’t there, but there was no place for her to have fled. 

    Then, a touch brushed against my ankle, and I jumped in surprise. Even in a dream, that’s not the thing to do when at the top of a tall tree. I fell back, flailing for balance. As I dropped, my dryad grabbed my ankle. She came out of the tree itself—definitely not fair! Delighted at my surprise, she giggled, and then gave me a little extra push. Down I went, flailing for something to grab. All I received for my efforts was a handful of leaves. After the first moment of fright, I realized that my fall was not a rush to my death. Instead, every branch I passed caught me with soft spring-green leaves and slowed me down before passing me with a soft caress to the next. As I floated down, I spied the dryad above me, leaning out from the tree smiling. She leaned away from the tree, free of its branches from the waist up. For the first time, I had a clear view of her full and tantalizing breasts, but I was going in the wrong direction. 

    The dream, or what I remembered of it, ended there. Of course, on the bus I went ahead and edited it for content in deference to Jen. She might not have minded the whole story, but her brother would have minded it enough for both of them.

    When I finished, Jen was delighted. “That is so cool Finn! Your dreams are always so awesome. Mine never seem to tell a story like that. Mine go all over the place, and when I wake up, even the ones I really like don't make much sense.”

    Gregg couldn't let that one go. “It's because you're a scatterbrained girl.”

    Jen stood up and gave Gregg's arm a meaty thwack over the intervening seat.

    “Ow!”

    Jen sat back, crossed her arms, and stuck her tongue out at Gregg.

    The dream cast a rosy glow of recollection and anticipation over everything that morning. I’d had dreams do that to me before, but never with such consistency or strength. I even managed to forget my dread over Miss Kramer and my calculus. 

    The next Thursday, we had a half day at school. In a long, honored tradition on half days, we all piled into Dave’s car and headed down to Frankies. Frankies—with the apostrophe left out for some unknown reason—was the local pizzeria. Franky, the owner made excellent pizza, but the name of the restaurant struck more lively debates between us than you’d possibly believe.

    “It’s just missing an apostrophe.”

    “Yeah, but he spells his name with a Y.”

    “Well then shouldn’t it be F-R-A-N-K-Y-apostrophe-S?”

    “Maybe the pizza is frank.”

    “Perhaps there is more than one Frank—or should that be are more than one?”

    “Maybe they call pizza a Frankie where he comes from.”

    “Maybe he’s just illiterate.”

    “Yeah, well, the weirdest name I’ve ever seen for a restaurant was Kettle. No “the”, no “apostrophe-S”. What kind of name is that? Hey, let’s go eat at Kettle? Come on!” 

    Frankies had an all-you-can-eat lunch buffet. That made it the most popular place in town on half days at school. Boisterous high schoolers packed it full for hours. That day, we crammed Dave, Gregg, Jim, Alan, Jeff, and me into the car. Alan and Jeff sometimes gamed with us, but always went for pizza with us on half days. At six-foot-two, one hundred and fifty pounds, and built like a ladder; Alan’s rail-thin physique came with a bottomless stomach. Jeff, on the other hand, came with average height and weight. Both sported keen minds and imaginations. 

    We had to squeeze uncomfortably into the Mustang. Dave, being king of the car, bestowed the blessings of the front seat on Gregg. We had grown accustomed with the royal lottery by now. As Dave said all too often, “My car, my rules, and don’t slam the damn door!”

    I was already squeezed in and hating it when I heard my name called. Jen waved at me from the parking lot along with her friend Jane. The two of them, whom we collectively called J.J., made quite a pair in their identical green-and-blue soccer uniforms. 

    Where Jen was petite with chocolate skin, brown eyes, and dark brown hair dancing around in beaded rows, Jane was tall and blonde, with long, straight hair also worn in beaded rows. They both had slender, athletic builds and sometime in the last year or so, had mystically gone from gawky to intriguing. They had recently gotten out of braces, so I was sure that explained some of the transformation.

    “Wait!” Jen called as the two of them hurried over to the car. 

    I told Dave, “Hang on a second.”

    Jen bounced up and asked, “Hey, are you guys going to Frankies?”

    “Yep.”

    “Can we come with? We don’t have any other way to get there.”

    “Well we’re pretty crowded…,” I began.

    “No,” Gregg said, while Dave quipped, “Sure, get in! Find a lap and let’s go.”

    “Awesome!” Jen opened the door farther and plopped herself down on my lap. She looked at Jane’s dubious expression. “Come on, Jane! Go round and get in.”

    “I don’t know…” 

    At that point, I lost track of the conversation as a whole slew of pleasant and disturbing sensations assaulted my brain. Acutely aware of her weight in my lap and the curves I felt through my jeans, I closed my eyes and took in her scent. She also smelled nice, like lilacs or lily of the valley over an indefinable spiciness. Her hair tickled my face where it escaped from the beads. At the same time, several thoughts spun through my head in no particular order: This is little Jen. She’s Gregg’s sister, for crying out loud. God, I hope she can’t feel my erection. How embarrassing. Mmm, she smells yummy.

    Jen motioned Jane around to the other side of the car. “Come on girlfriend, get in! Jeff's lap is free.”

    “You know what? I think I'm just going to go home, okay?”

    To my dismay, I felt Jen prepare to get up. “Okay, I'll walk home with you.”

    “No, don't worry about it. You go have your pizza. Have fun!”

    It didn't take much to convince Jen. “Okay, see you later this afternoon?” She shifted her weight back and leaned against me. If Jane had a response, I didn't catch it.

    Frankies was just minutes away, but I don’t remember a time before this that I had been hoping so fervently that we would hit every red light and, if God was listening, a traffic jam. Jen sat somewhat sideways on my lap, watching the road ahead. Her beaded hair made soft clicking sounds when she turned. The soft fuzz of dark-brown baby hair at the nape of her neck struck me the most with the way it gently swirled up into the main mass of her hair. That little intimate detail was profound. I hadn’t had an opportunity to be that close to an unrelated girl before; no way could Disney Land ever have been more magical than that car ride.

    All too soon, we arrived at Frankies and piled out of the car. Jen hopped away from me, and I followed a little slower to give things time to adjust.

    We slipped through the front door from the bright, warm daylight to the dark, cool space of the restaurant. Franky had recently redecorated the place and had taken out the booths and put in round tables with candles and red-and-white checkered tablecloths. The entire right wall sported trellises filled with fake grape vines. The buffet table at the back looked like the side of a barn, made with old, distressed wood. The whole effect presented itself as somehow Italian, or at least what us white-bread almost-rural Ohioans thought of as Italian.

    We found an empty table and crowded around it. I carefully timed it so I sat next to Jen. She seemed happy with that, which in turn made me happy.

    Glenice, the daytime waitress at Frankies, saw us sit down and came over with a pitcher of Dr. Pepper and a second one of Coke. She put them on the table for us with a stack of glasses.

    “Hi, boys! Hi, Jen!” she chirped. 

    We all answered her as she started passing out the glasses. We all liked her. In a tradition, first started by Alan and continued by unspoken but unanimous consent, we tipped her what seemed like outrageous amounts—outrageous to us poor high school students, anyway.

    “I’ve got two pepperoni and two works coming out,” she said briskly. “You just sit right there, and I’ll bring them around.” With a flash of white teeth, she bustled away to serve another group of teens just sitting down.

    That puzzled us, and we looked at each other, wondering if she meant what she had said. Waiting in line for pizza to come out from the kitchen was the biggest downside to the pizza buffet at Frankies. Franky and Glenice worked heroically to keep pace, but it wasn’t easy keeping up with a ravenous horde of hungry teenagers, especially during the first rush. We found that if we got there early, we could get a good place in line for the first batch of pies and then nurse them along for the half hour it took for the kitchen to catch up with the demand. After that, the line shortened quite a bit.

    Good to her word, Glenice came out of the kitchen with a pan and brought it to our table. The faces of the kids standing in line as we helped ourselves were priceless. It made us feel like kings looking down at a rabble of envious peasants just waiting for our scraps.

    I turned to Glenice, concerned. “Aren’t you going to get in trouble with Franky for doing this?” 

    “Naw, he liked the idea. You kids are always such a pleasure. You’re polite, friendly, and never cause any trouble—unlike some of the zoo animals from your school. So you just go ahead and help yourself.”

    Everyone grinned and said, “Thank you!” as she walked away with the remains of the pizza and set it on the buffet. That was the coolest thing ever, and Dave said as much. We all agreed as we stuffed our faces and enjoyed the looks of disbelief and jealousy of our peers at the tables around us.

    After Glenice had brought the second batch around, we chowed most of our way through it before Jim interrupted our conversation and feasting. In a low, stiff voice, he growled, “Uh-oh, here’s trouble.” Then he pointed his chin toward the door behind me. 

    I turned and, of course, Erik Parmely and three of his shaven-headed thugs entered the room.

    A pit opened in my stomach, and the pizza fell into it with a thud. I whipped around to face our table and tried not to hunch my shoulders. 

    “Maybe he won’t notice us,” I said with little conviction.

    “Be cool, bro,” said Gregg. “We still got your back.”

    Of course, Erik saw us and headed straight to our table with his sauntering, confident gait.

    “Here he comes,” announced Dave in a loud whisper.

    I fought my instinct to hunker down and pull my head between my shoulder blades. I didn’t want to look cowardly in front of my friends. Okay. Who am I kidding? I don’t want to look cowardly in front of Jen.

    I waited, tense, until Jim said, “Relax, Finn, he’s sitting down.”

    To my unending joy, he sat at the table behind us. We continued eating, and as nothing happened, I started to relax. Maybe he’d gotten in enough trouble for fighting and wasn’t looking for more. Yeah, right.

    Glenice came out with a sausage pie and offered us slices all around. 

    Erik called from behind us, “Hey, sweets, why don’t you come over here and lay some of that on us?”

    She glanced at him and smiled a wan, tired, tight grimace. “Sorry, boys. You’ll have to get in line for the rest of this.”

    “What the hell? Why are you serving them?” one of the others demanded.

    “You watch your mouth, young man,” she warned. “I’m serving these gentlemen because I like them. You can go stand in line.”

    “Yow!” said Dave, “You go, girl!”

    I pleaded to Dave with my eyes. We so did not need to antagonize these guys any more—usually, I ended up paying for it.

    “Shut up, dork breath,” snapped another of the gang. 

    Instead of retorting, Dave only grinned at him, picked up a slice of pizza, and took a big, slow bite. The back of my head tingled. I just knew something heavy had a date with my skull.

    But much to my relief, the back of my head got stood up. The pack rose and went to get their pizza. As they passed us on the way back to their table, plates loaded, I accidentally looked their way and locked eyes with Erik. 

    He smirked and hissed as he walked past, “Hey, Morgenstern, nice to see you taking your kikes and monkeys out to lunch.”

    That one threw me. Kikes and monkeys? Huh?

    Gregg roared in outrage, threw his chair back as he got up, and rushed toward the still-smiling Erik.

    Whatever kikes were, the word set Gregg into a frenzy. I stood in Gregg’s path and put out my hands to stop him. 

    “Easy, bud. He’s just slime.”

    “Hey, Morgenstern, you need to put a leash on your pets if they can’t behave themselves in public.”

    Gregg tried to sidestep me, so I wrapped my arms around him to stop him. Everyone else at our table stood as well. Dave put his hands on Gregg’s shoulders, trying ineffectively to calm him down as I tried to hold him. I suppose it would have been a scene out of a goofball comedy—“Hold me back, Ethyl!”—except for the real, writhing hatred in his eyes.

    From across the table, Alan said, “Just get the hell out of here, Parmely.”

    Erik ignored him and instead escalated his attack.

    “Hey, your little girl monkey is much better behaved today! It’s so cute how you’ve done her hair to look like Raggedy Anne! That’s so kinky; pedophilia and bestiality all in one package.”

    “I’ll kill you!” screamed Gregg. He slipped from my grasp and surged past me, then dove at Erik. 

    Erik didn’t have any maneuvering room, but got one good shot in on Gregg before the two of them went down with the clatter of Erik’s plate of pizza.

    The other kids in the room got to their feet, hurried over, and chanted, “Fight! Fight! Fight!” 

    I’d like to say that I dove in and broke it up, but I just stood there, afraid, with no idea what to do.

    A bellow rang out behind us. “What the hell is going on here?” 

    Suddenly, Franky arrived and yanked the two boys apart. Franky is large and strong and could be the poster guy for a mafia thug—broken nose and all. Once he told me that if the pizza joint hadn’t worked out, he’d have been a boxer. I could see why as he lifted Erik off of Gregg. He held the nasty twerp in the air by the back of his shirt. Erik tried to take a swing at Franky, but the big man stopped him without a problem.

    “Let me go!” yelled Erik. “He attacked me!”

    Franky turned to the six of us; we had frozen at his arrival. “Boys?” 

    “Don’t ask them! They’re all his friends!” Erik whined.

    I had no idea what to say, but fortunately, Jim took the lead anyway. “We’re sorry, sir. Gregg was provoked beyond tolerance. Parmely made some nasty insinuations about Gregg and his sister, Jen. He was trying to get Gregg to take the first swing. This is the culmination of months of provocation.”

    The big man looked impressed with Jim’s eloquence. It impressed the hell out of me, too. Maybe joining the Speech Club would have been useful after all. 

    Franky turned back to the subdued teen in his hand. “Yer the little twerp that wore the swastika on his head to the prom last fall, aren’t you?”

    “It’s a free country,” snapped Erik with a surly scowl. At Franky's glare, he added, “Besides, it was just a joke.”

    “Yeah, some joke. I bet everyone laughed. You and your trouble making friends are not welcome here anymore. Get your stuff and leave.”

    “But…,” started Erik. “You can’t—”

    “Yes, I can. It’s a free country, after all.”

    At this point, he gave Erik a shove toward the door. The jerk turned before leaving and pointed at me. “You!” he mouthed, and then left. 

    One thought ran through my mind: Why the hell are you mad at me? I didn’t do anything!

    Parmely’s friends followed him. The last one out was Stib, who wasn’t a bad sort when he was away from the pack. He smiled at Franky while shoving a piece of pizza in his mouth. Through his full cheeks, he said, “Fanks fo va piffa,” and ran out the door.

    I helped Gregg up from the floor where he had been nursing a bloody mouth.

    Franky looked around at the other kids in the restaurant who had been chanting, “Fight!” He announced, “After today, students will no longer be welcome here for the lunch buffet, so don’t even bother stopping by.”

    We received a range of nasty glowers and discontented mutters from our peers. The tone of the mutters ran from shocked, to angry, to ashamed. That much attention made my skin crawl. I tried to ignore them as we got Gregg’s mouth taken care of.

    Gregg looked up at Franky from behind the napkin on his lip. “Shorry, Franky.”

    “Doan worry about it. That kid’s a definite prick. That student ban doesn’t apply to you boys. You’re welcome anytime.” 

    We gave him ragged thanks in response. 

    He nodded and stomped back to the kitchen. 

    Glenice hustled over then with a glass of ice and a clean, white rag. She sat Gregg down and gave both to him. “Here, you take care of that while I clean up.” She bent down and started wiping up the mess on the floor.

    I turned from Glenice to Jen. Her eyes had puffed up from crying. My heart joined the pizza at the bottom of my stomach. I touched her shoulder. “Jen, are you okay?”

    She turned to me, wiped her eyes with her hand, and then spat, “That loathsome, vile, pissant, dirt bag, asshole, dick pustule! I just want to tie him down and kick him till he bleeds.”

    My mouth hung open. 

    Her scowling eyes met mine and then crinkled up as she made a weird choking sound. I started feeling defensive. 

    “What?” I asked. “What’s wrong?” 

    The anger on her face dissolved into a smile. “Oh, you should see your face!” A short laugh escaped her. “I’m sorry, Finn! I didn’t mean to assault your virgin ears. I didn’t know you could turn so red.”

    “That’s not it! It’s not that, I…”

    Dave joined her laughter, followed by everyone else. “Loathsome, vile, dirt bag, asshole, dick, pustule? Damn girl! That was awesome!” 

    It was Jen’s turn to blush. On her mocha skin, her blush was harder to spot than mine, but her cheeks turned rosy nonetheless.

    The laughter did its trick, and we got back to some semblance of normal.

    Alan asked, “One question. What’s a kike?”

    I’d forgotten Erik had said that. I was not ready to admit my ignorance. That could lead to an avalanche of scorn. 

    Jim gaped at Alan and said, “Seriously?”

    I had been right to keep my mouth shut. 

    “Seriously,” Alan replied.

    “It’s a derogatory name for someone who is Jewish. He was aiming it at Jeff.”

    “Oh,” said Alan, probably wishing he hadn’t asked.

    I blurted out, “Jeff is Jewish?”

    Everyone’s eyes bugged out at me like I had two heads. So much for discretion.

    “You have got to be kidding,” said Dave.

    I shook my head. I’d had no idea Jeff was Jewish. “How should I know?” 

    “The name Goldstein didn’t tip you off?” asked Gregg.

    Dave tapped the side of his nose. “Or his honking huge nose?” 

    “Hey! My nose isn’t that big!” he protested.

    “Are you kidding?” asked Dave. “If you had a hard on and ran into a wall, you’d break your nose!”

    “At least I don’t wear my dick on my head like you!”

    “Hey! Hey, guys!” interjected Gregg relaxing a little. He leaned over to me and put his hands on my ears. “You don’t want to hurt Finn’s virgin ears!”

    With that, everyone chuckled, and we all started eating and trying to forget what had just happened.

    After lunch, we piled back into Dave’s car. This time, Gregg insisted that his sister sit on his lap, and I ended up in the front. The front was usually the choice seat, but this time I was sorely disappointed to be sitting there. There was little conversation breaking the uncomfortable silence on our way back.

    


Life after Frankies

    I spent the rest of that day with a hard, uncomfortable knot in my stomach, and it wasn’t the pizza. I kept going over what had happened in my mind. The hatred and violence of the confrontation, as well as my own poor performance, shook me. 

    My brain had an annoying habit of ignoring problems all day, and then chewing on them when it was time to go to sleep. As soon as I closed my eyes, the showdown at Frankies started playing through my head. I second-guessed what I could have or should have done. I shouldn’t have just sat there like a deer caught in the headlights. I should have jumped up and popped Erik in the face again. On second thought, maybe that wouldn’t have worked out better, but I should have had some comeback to his asshole comments. I couldn’t believe that it had taken me so long to understand his insult. Jen saw me just stand there, with my thumb up my butt, while Erik mortally insulted her and Gregg. And “Jeff is Jewish?” Come on, Morgenstern, how dense can the human brain get! I am such a dork…

    Of course, none of those thoughts would change things, but at that point, I spent a lot of my life looking backward, thinking about what I should have done—usually as soon as my head hit my pillow. I guess this is called teen angst. My friends and I called it, “Fear” and “Self-Loathing in Newark, Ohio,” and everyone acknowledged me as the undisputed champion. 

    Like usual, my brain started running nowhere in its little hamster wheel. What awaited me in dreamland would be way better than reality, but sleep remained depressingly distant.

    It took an hour, but once I finally managed to drift off, my dreams didn’t disappoint. I won’t go into the details of this dream, because even now, I find it embarrassing. I admit that I spent the fantasy in intoxicated by its promise. My self-consciousness didn’t follow me into my dream, and I had a great time. Imagine the sappiest, most absurd, chick-flick love story ever written, filled with Meaningful Looks, Hand Holding, Prancing, and Galumphing, and Slow Motion Beach Scenes. You name it. Now, take out the self-conscious mockery and somehow make it head-popping erotica, and you’ll get the idea. It still makes me smile and makes my heart ache, but there is no way it will translate into words without sounding ridiculous. 

    The next day, that dream overpowered all my thoughts and fears about Erik and Frankies.

    I floated to school, somehow riding above the bus and the tedium. Once I got there, the peashooter of life shot me down quickly again.

    The little darts flying my way came like this: 

    “Way to go, Finn.” 

    “You jerk. You got us all banned from Frankies.” 

    “Pissant.” 

    “Twit.” 

    “Idiot.” 

    It took singular talent to get on the shit list of the entire school by just standing in place looking stupid.

    During morning study period, I found Gregg, Dave, and Jim in the science lab. I sulked up to them and grumbled, “Damn, you’d think we killed grandma or had proven masturbation really does cause hairy palms and blindness.” 

    I tossed my pack down with a whack and then sat with a similar thump. 

    “I assume you guys are getting the same shit from everyone for getting them thrown out of Frankies?”

    Jim’s eyebrows arched, and he shook his head. “Nope, no one has said anything to me.”

    I set my gaze on Gregg with his puffy and discolored split lip. 

    He shook his head, too. “Nope, got a few people telling me how much they’d like to see Parmely tossed in a deep hole, but not much else.” 

    Dave tapped his pen against his notebook. “I got some shit for having a total butt-head like you for a friend, but that’s it.”

    “No way! I’m getting the leper treatment. I can’t believe I’m being singled out for this.” 

    Then, my friends’ straight faces cracked as they laughed at me, and my self-righteous bubble burst. 

    “You pricks! You set me up!”

    Dave laughed the loudest. “Relax, Mighty! We’re all getting the same treatment.”

    Embarrassment and relief warred to be my first response. While those two emotions were duking it out, anger tried to usurp them both, but Dave’s infectious laugh and good-natured ribbing spurred my sense of humor to victory. Finally, I laughed, too. If I had to be on Team Pariah, I couldn’t think of any teammates I’d rather have.

    
Vengeance

    That night I had another especially real and intense dream of my dryad. It was like seeing an old friend. Actually, it was like seeing a hot and sexy, libido-rocket of a friend, but a friend nonetheless. It started a lot like the other dreams, but this time, when she disappeared around the tree, she actually popped out a moment later, grabbed me, and pulled me into the tree with her. 

    After the initial shock of overwhelming strangeness wore off, I became aware of more than just being in a tree. The slumbering strength of the oak surrounded me; the memories of years spread through its essence and into my mind. Its vital and peaceful presence cradled me like a lover. I don’t remember much after that, but I can still recall that part of the dream clearly.

    The next morning, I got a call from my boss at the Grease Burger. My boss needed someone to close Tuesday night and asked if I could do it. At first, I said, “No,” but he kept pushing. Finally, when he offered me time-and-a-half, I gave in. I also made it conditional on closing an hour early. He agreed when I pointed out that no one ever came in after seven anyway. I talked to my parents about it. 

    “I don't know Finn. It's awfully close to finals. Are you sure it wouldn't be a better idea to stay home, study, and get to bed early?” my mom said.

    I waved my hand in dismissal. “Don't worry about it Mom. I'll be home eight thirty at the latest so it won't impact school tomorrow. Besides, we'll be spending the day in review so I don't have any homework.”

    Unfortunately for me, as expected, she caved. “Well, okay, but come straight home.”

    “I will Mom.”

    Of course, I hadn’t been entirely on the up-and-up with Mom. In a small stretch of the truth, I’d insinuated that I had my class work under complete control. Actually, I’d continued having trouble concentrating, so I wasn’t feeling so good about my schoolwork. I felt a little uncomfortable not telling Mom the absolute truth, but decided I wouldn’t have spent the time studying anyway.

    I rode my bike to school that day, so I could head over to the Grease Burger after class. 

    People didn’t consider Mighty Burger much of a dinner place, making the evening shift a good time to do homework or relax. It only took two of us to run it, and cleanup was generally easy if the earlier shifts had done their job. One front man ran the register, assembled the various ice cream treats, and cleaned up after the nogoodnik customers too lazy to clear their tables. The other stayed in the back, cooking the burgers and fries. That night, Effy was my back room man. He was a high school dropout, surfer dude wanna be, and dope-head about ten years older than me. 

    Having Effy as my wingman always made the night easier since he worked harder than most of the other employees, and if I could get around the marijuana stench, he was pleasant company. Though, he did have a tendency to drift out of reality, he could be herded back on task with a couple of words, and he rarely burned the fries or burgers. He also didn’t mind cleaning up if you let him go out back for a “cigarette” break first.

    We had a “dinner rush” of five people around six o’clock and then a few stragglers after that for dessert. 

    Only one thing marred my evening. About halfway through my shift, Erik's wing man Chester strutted into the restaurant. He only met my eyes momentarily before he did a one-eighty and split. It didn't break my heart, and I didn't think anything more of it.

    After we closed, I got the front areas cleaned up and headed back to help Effy, because running the fryers all day tended to coat everything in grease. It took a bit of effort to get the back area clean, so while we scrubbed away, I had an interesting conversation with him.

    “Hey, Effy?”

    “Finneas my main dude. What’s up?” He worked on the back wall of the fryer, using an old, gray-spotted cloth to wipe off chunks of grease.

    “I saw a ghost this weekend.”

    He stopped, and his brow scrunched—if anyone would take what I said seriously, it was Effy. “Whoa, dude! That is totally righteous. You know, those things totally exist.”

    “Yeah, this one came right out of the ground. It turned into a bear and chased me.”

    “That’s so cool. Yeah, I knew someone who died once. He said that there was this freaky light that kept blinking on and off. Then he woke up and tossed cookies all over the doctor. Do you think that’s what your ghost saw?”

    I considered this question for a moment and decided I could safely ignore it. “It came after me and ended up attacking this girl that I was with.”

    “Wow, did he, like, eat her or something?”

    “Well, no, but—”

    “Or, did he get down and have his way with her? That would be totally rude, ya know.”

    I shook my head and cracked a smirk. “No, it didn’t do that either.” 

    “That’s good. I’ll bet you a bear is hung like a horse.” 

    It was quite the vivid metaphor, but it impressed me more that he could remember that far back in the conversation. Of course, then his train of thought headed off to Effyville. 

    “Do you think you can get pregnant from doing it with a ghost?” His pockmarked face lit up. “Hey, I’ll bet that’s where they got Casper! That little dude is totally radical. Got those puffy cheeks. I could totally smoke him, man.” 

    I had to laugh. Effy’s mental processes always entertained me long as I didn’t spend too much time imagining what his world looked like inside his head.

    I shot a glance at my watch. Oops! Time to redirect Effy so we could get out of here.

    “Hey Effy, ya missed a spot.”

    “Dude, thanks!”

    I got him going, and he went back to work, talking to himself about Casper. I’d never actually seen the cartoon, but somehow I picked it up through cultural osmosis. 

    In any event, we finished and locked up. Effy took off down the road to wherever he went. I got on my bike and headed home.

    The fading light made me think twice about heading through the Garnet’s wooded lot as usual, but it cut several minutes off my trip. The trail through it was bumpy, but there were no drivers dealing with the twilight to worry about. The Garnets never seemed to mind, so unaware of what a bad idea it was, I headed in.

    I made it to the middle of the four-acre lot, watching the trail ahead for low branches and broken bottles, when something knocked me off my bike. I fell into the brush at the side of the trail. The fall left me a bit stunned, and I didn’t have time to process Erik’s sneering face before Chester and Ricky had me off the ground and smacked against a tree. They split the job, one per arm.

    Erik advanced on me with a bat in his hand. Adrenalin kicked in, and I struggled hard to get free of his two goons. My panicked strength let me jerk them around a little bit, but I couldn’t break free. Erik approached with hatred painted across his face, his lips wound into a sneer, and his heavy brow was pulled tight, nearly hiding his eyes. Livid bruising and swelling on his face emphasized the hatred. The entire left side of his face was a mangled mess. Recently, someone had severely beaten him. His lip was cracked and puffy, and his swollen, red left eyelid made the malice peering out from behind it a testament of violence.

    I panicked and clawed for some way to control the situation. “No, Erik! You don’t want to do this!”

    His face distorted into an asymmetric evil grin. “Oh, yes I do.” 

    “You already hit me more than I hit you.”

    “Yeah, my dad kicked the shit out of me when he found out about it. You got me tossed out of school, and now I’m going to kick the shit out of you. You’ll be lucky if you heal up enough to go back to school by next fall.”

    I eyed his bat. “No, Erik, don’t! Jesus, you could kill me with that thing!” 

    He scowled at me as he wound up to take the first swing. “And wouldn’t that be a damn shame.” He swung the bat right at my head with a wordless scream.

    I screamed along with him. A burst of manic strength flowed through me, and I wrenched both arms free from the two goons. They went sprawling, and I simultaneously ducked and raised my arms up to ward off the blow. I knew that bat would break both my arms, and my adrenalin-soaked brain searched frantically for any way to stop it. When he was done with my arms, then he would start on my head.

    The terrible reality of the moment came packaged as one sweeping gestalt. It was related to the feeling you get when you are on your bike, and you hit the curb wrong. As you’re going over your handlebars, you know exactly how much of a world of hurt you’re in for, and you’d give anything to interrupt your journey to Planet Pain. I braced for the impact, for the pain. The bat connected with my forearms and the force of the blow staggered me, but it couldn’t be compared to what happened next. 

    A wave of heat flowed through my entire body and the bat shattered on my arms. It didn’t crack or break in two; it shattered, sending wooden shrapnel in all directions. I staggered back and gawked at my arms in shock.

    They weren’t bloody or broken, and the pain I expected never arrived. I assumed that the agony snapped some circuits in my brain, which could reset at any moment. I braced for it. Unexpectedly, Chester had both his hands on his face. Parmely and Ricky both were stunned with bloody scratches on their cheeks and foreheads. Erik ran his hand over his chin, and it came away dark twilight red. He looked at his hand and then down at the ragged bat handle still clutched in his grip.

    Everything stopped for a moment. The hope that they might all just give up and go home flashed through me. About that time, it occurred to me that my distracted captors had released me, so I turned and ran. Of course, running away from predators is just begging them to chase you. As I sprang away, the handle of the bat flew past my head and smacked against a tree. Whatever circuits had popped in Erik’s mind had reset. He yelled at the others. Shortly thereafter, I fell face-down into the leaves and bushes.

    Ricky had tackled me, and before I could crawl any distance, he flipped me over and grabbed my arms. Erik walked up, the bleeding cuts adding texture to the rage on his face, which was distorted to the point that he barely looked human. He hauled back and kicked me in the ribs. 

    Bright agony flashed from the point of impact. Nothing wrong with those circuits. I cried out, and then they beat me with a ceaseless rain of blows. I managed to pull my arms down, curl up, and protect my head against the overwhelming assault. They beat me mercilessly, and I couldn’t think through the pain. I could only curl up tighter, hoping to protect my vital organs. The blows kept coming, and I couldn’t stop them. I couldn’t do anything but cry out at each new impact.

    The next thing I remember is fleeing through the woods. The fear that they’d find me again added to the agony, the humiliation, and the shame, which filled my muddled brain. They had beaten me, and I had been utterly helpless. Nothing ran through my mind but the need to get home. I needed to be safe. They had broken me in more ways than one. 

    It hurt to walk. It hurt to breathe. Somewhere along that long walk home, the ache in my face took on new significance when I realized that the damage done to my left eye had swollen it shut. I gingerly touched my cheek and jerked back from the sharp answering stab of pain. The deep twilight made it hard to tell, but the sticky wetness on my fingers couldn't just have been tears.

    After I crossed Granville, instead of following the roads around, I stumbled home through the back woods. I fell more than once and picked myself up each time. All the while, the imperative to be home and safe pushed me onward. 

    When I emerged from the woods behind my house, the sight of my oak—my strong, safe oak, dominated my attention. The need to be home changed into a need to be held in her branches. It was my safe place, my hideaway, and I yearned for both those things. 

    The idea of letting my dad or mom see me like this horrified me. Broken, defeated, humiliated—no, I couldn’t let that happen, couldn't bear to see their reaction to their failure of a son. I staggered to my tree and climbed. Every muscle and bone hurt as I clambered up the tree, but I had been climbing that tree since I was a small child, scaling it was second nature. Step up, put your foot in that knot, grab that branch stub, pause, breathe through the pain, and lift your foot to the next spot.

    Tears rolled down my face as I dropped onto my branch. With the strength of that trunk behind me and the security of the bole cradling me, I finally felt safe, but the tears wouldn’t stop. I leaned back against her. A pulsing warmth radiated against my chest, and I remembered my bear. 

    Frantic with fear that it had been damaged in the fight, I scrabbled to pull it out. The darkness and the tears, which filled my eyes, made it difficult to see, but to my relief, the whistle seemed intact. I dropped my hands to my lap, leaned my head back against my oak, and let go of the world.

    


Be the Bear

    Two glowing red eyes stared at me through the darkness. I focused on them, and the eyes flared and grew. Their red light merged and expanded to fill my entire vision. I flinched away, but the solid oak of my tree faded and I fell backward onto the frozen ground.

    Drums played, and a man chanted. A terrible roar of anger shook the night, answered by the enraged cry of a cougar. I shook my head to clear it and tried to stand. Pain flared though my body as I staggered to my feet and took in the scene around me. 

    To my right, at the far side of the clearing, Jeff stood a little behind a roaring bonfire in his ceremonial gown, wearing gleaming copper ornaments and tanned white deerskin. The way his brow was pinched in pain revealed the strain of maintaining the chant. Tears rolled down his face, and his chant brought sorrow and command as it ebbed and flowed over me.

    Memory struck a chord of fear inside of me. I turned to the battle raging to my left just in time to see a monstrous beast throw two bloody halves of Dave’s mangled body contemptuously aside. When he was alive, Dave had carried the spirit of Eagle, but now Eagle had fled along with Dave’s life. A spear of grief found its mark in my heart.

    The monster was Wendigota. Half again as large as a man, he was a twisted caricature of a man with obscenely huge muscles and distorted proportions. His head bulged in strange places. It was covered in asymmetrical horn-like growths, and his skin hung loose, covered in scabrous lesions. We were fighting to destroy Wendigota, to remove its scourge from our lands. Five of us started this battle, our four spirit warriors and Jeff, our shaman.

    Gregg, wearing the form of great Cougar, screamed his challenge and threw himself on Wendigota’s turned back. Even though Wendigota towered above a normal man and was five times his strength, Cougar was twice as large as any lesser cat, and his mass carried Wendigota to the ground. Accompanied by massive spouts of blood, Gregg the Cougar’s claws ripped and shredded Wendigota’s flesh as he tried to gain hold of Wendigota’s spine with his flashing teeth. 

    Alan the Rattlesnake struck from the shadows, his rattles booming like thunder. His body as large as a man’s arms could encompass, flexed, and propelled his lethal bite into Wendigota’s unprotected side. Rattlesnake struck again and again, filling Wendigota’s body with liquid fire.

    Hope soared in my breast as victory seemed possible, but Wendigota crushed that fleeting hope with a mighty heave of its body. It dislodged Gregg, and in a movement nearly too fast to see, he spun and captured Gregg in a face-to-face embrace. Cougar’s claws savaged Wendigota’s body and head, shredding the monster's ears, but the wounds closed as quickly as Cougar made them. Wendigota’s cheeks purpled with the effort as he squeezed. I cried out to Gregg as he slowly succumbed to that inexorable pressure.

    I pulled out Bear’s totem and used it to call upon his spirit. I asked Bear to fill me once more with his power, and he answered. The fiery pain of his spirit infused me, and I became Bear. As before, Wendigota seemed to shrink before me as Bear lent me his strength and rage. I cried a roar of challenge and sprinted to save my friend.

    I was too late. With a final mighty heave, Wendigota snapped Cougar’s back, and Cougar died, taking Gregg’s soul with him as he left. Enraged, I ran harder as Wendigota threw Gregg’s broken body into Rattlesnake, carrying Alan’s long, mighty form back several yards.

    Through his mangled, but healing ears, Wendigota did not hear me approach from the side, so he turned to face Jeff. Jeff’s plea to the spirits kept Wendigota from feeding on the souls of his enemies and was the only thing that made victory possible. 

    Wendigota roared and flung himself toward the shaman, but Jeff never once faltered or quailed at his approaching doom. Incensed with hatred and need, I made a prodigious leap to Wendigota’s side and took him down. My momentum carried me forward and over. In the time it took me to stop and turn, Wendigota sprang back up. I jumped on him again, and my claws ripped into his diseased, gray flesh. He collapsed beneath me, and I went for the killing bite, but didn’t see his massive fist rise before it slammed into the side of my head. The blow momentarily knocked the sense out of me. The world spun around me, and the sounds of battle took on a ringing, distant echo.

    When I shook it off, he had slipped out from under me. Panicked, I pushed back to my feet. He stood before me, and it became clear even his unnatural vitality had its limits. His flayed flesh no longer healed every wound and blood flowed over his body, but still not defeated, he roared a challenge. Movement sped behind him as I reared and returned his challenge. 

    Rattlesnake appeared and lashed into Wendigota’s back. In the instant that Alan’s attack pulled Wendigota’s attention away, I landed a mighty blow to his head with my claws. The crackling of sinew and grinding of his vertebrae when his head ripped from his body filled me. His head flew through the night, landed, bounced, and rolled to a stop. The headless body shuffled toward it.

    Wendigota’s heart still kept the body alive. I easily knocked down the clumsy and stumbling horror, and with a mighty blow, I opened his chest and grabbed the monster’s black, beating heart. Its body fell to the earth, dead.

    When I looked back to the head, Jeff stood above it, unwavering in his purpose. Blackness pushed out from the skull, attempting to flee, but the spirit of Wendigota could not escape from Jeff’s will. He wove a net of his spirit around that head, and when he finished the net, the blackness could no longer escape the confines of the skull. The effort took all he had left, and Jeff fell dead next to the spiked and deformed head.

    The battle was over. The People had defeated Wendigota. We would no longer have to hide behind our barriers of wood. Our freedom was won, but the cost had been dear. I stood in that field, looking over the enormous twisted body of Wendigota and at Jeff’s figure lying next to it. His warnings before the battle returned to me.

    “The Great Spirit has shown me Wendigota’s black heart. It is the source of his power and the path to many secrets that should be left forgotten and undiscovered. Any warrior who holds this heart will become as powerful as Wendigota, but you must not allow this to happen. I cannot kill Wendigota's spirit, but I can bind it. Bury its heart with its body. The power of the heart is a beacon whose shine draws many dark spirits. In their lust for power, they will attempt to take the heart or to possess the body of the one who holds it. There are darker powers than Wendigota, who roam the world, and the heart cannot be allowed to fall into their hands.”

    As I contemplated the black, beating heart in my grasp, I fought a battle with myself. With the power it contained, I could protect my people from all harm. I would be the most powerful man ever seen. I could become a legend.

    With terrible effort, I dropped the beating heart to the ground, and its pulsing rhythm ceased to run through my veins. I stood over it, shaking. It must be buried.

    I could see how we would build the mound layer by layer according to Jeff’s instructions. Each section would hold more of the bones of the fallen—the victims of Wendigota. Finally, on top, facing the south and east, we would inter the remains of Dave the Eagle and Gregg the Cougar with ceremonies of respect and thanks. Their totems would be buried with them. When Alan the Rattlesnake died, he would be buried facing the west, and I, in turn, would be buried facing the terrible north. We would take our totems with us so our spirits could tap their power in death to keep away any who would disturb the prison of Wendigota. 

    Though I was no seer, I foresaw this: in the end, the People would be without their spirit warriors to protect them; they would become vulnerable to invasion and would eventually be swept aside. 

    If I took up the heart, I could prevent that from coming to pass and could keep my people safe. As I faced that terrible decision, a warm touch on my arm caused me to turn.

    I was back with my dryad, and my humiliating defeat in the woods overwhelmed my victory over Wendigota. Her compassionate green eyes filled my broken soul with warmth. All the loss combined within me, and I fell to my knees in the vital green forest where we stood.

    She knelt down with me, ran her hands over me, and sang a song of comfort and safety without words. The sounds of life surrounded me, and my pain faded. My panic drained with it, and I settled, warm and content in her arms. The shuddering of my breath calmed as she cradled my head to her breasts, and I listened to her ageless song. It echoed the pulses of the seasons and the cycle of growth and change and carried me along and soothed me. I snuggled into that safe warm place. Bear prowled behind us, sharing his strength and protection. His own song buoyed us up, and I finally released the last of my fear and humiliation. The warmth and the music carried me away. 

    Unfortunately, it would be quite some time before I remembered these dreams.

    


Hangover

    As I passed like a ghost through a quiet, wooded dream-world, my mother called my name. “Finn!” 

    I didn't want to leave, but the urgency in her voice pulled me out from that warm and safe place. A twinge of pain lanced me as I stirred, and I tried to retreat. I didn’t want to be awake—to return to the pain. Here in my protective cradle nothing threatened or demanded anything from me, but the panic in my mother’s voice demanded my presence, so I crawled up to consciousness. 

    My mom had spotted me in my tree.

    She cried up to me, “Oh my God! Finn! Are you all right?” 

    I blinked and tried to focus, but weariness was loathe to release its paralyzing hold on me. Suddenly, everything came back to me. A jolt of adrenalin shot through me, and I sat up on my perch in a panic, almost falling out of the tree. Morning had arrived, saving me from another beating. As I recalled the attack, my hand flew to my face and found that touching it didn’t cause the sharp pain it had the night before. I could see out of both eyes and most of the agony of the night before was reduced to an echo rebounding through my body. Throughout this process of self-discovery, my mom kept calling to me. Apparently, my dad heard her, because he came out as well.

    His voice cut through the fog in my head. “Finn!” 

    “I’m okay!” I looked down at their scared and confused faces and climbed to the ground. 

    My mom grabbed me, held me close, and said, “Thank God you’re all right!” 

    She pulled back and looked at me. “What happened, Finn?” 

    “Whose blood is that?” asked my dad.

    I looked down at my shirt and took in the reddish brown bloodstains that lay on top of the grease stains from work. I brushed at them ineffectually with my brown, crusted hands. “Uh…mine, I guess.”

    “Yours?” gasped my mom. “What happened?”

    “Uh…” I thought about my long walk home and the pain and humiliation. “I slept in the tree.”

    My dad’s eyes narrowed behind his glasses. “Finn, why were you bleeding? Did you get in a bike accident?”

    “Um… no. I was… I was… I got beat up… on my way home.”

    My mom gasped again. “By whom?” 

    At the same time, my dad demanded, “Who did this?”

    I started thinking about the whole encounter, but focusing through my exhaustion took everything I had.

    “Finn!” My dad insisted, “Who hit you?”

    “Uh, Erik. Erik and his friends.”

    “Come inside sweetie.” Mom took my hand and led me to the house.

    I allowed myself to be steered into the kitchen and sat down at the table. My mom ordered me to put my hands over my head, and she pulled off my bloodstained shirt, pealing it off tender pink skin in some places. She and my dad looked critically at the damage to my torso.

    “It doesn’t look too bad, but it looks like you might have some bruising,” noted my dad.

    Ya think? 

    Mom asked, “Honey, where did all that blood come from?”

    I looked blearily at the bloody shirt in her hands and tried to think. I hazarded a guess. “Maybe from my face? It felt pretty sticky last night.”

    My mom squatted in front of me. “Finn, sweetheart, are you going to be okay? You seem really out of it.” 

    I forced a reply. “Yeah, I’m just really tired.”

    Concern lined my parents’ faces at that. 

    My dad said, “Son, did you get hit in the head?”

    I looked up at him and tried to focus. “Uh, yeah, with a bat.”

    “They hit you with a bat!” he shouted.

    When I nodded, my mom said, “That’s it, we're taking you to the hospital.”

    “No, Mom! I’m okay. I just need to sleep. I’m just really tired.”

    “Well, you can’t go to sleep yet. Not until you’ve seen a doctor.”

    “But I can barely keep my eyes open.”

    “That’s precisely why we can’t let you sleep.”

    I had trouble following that logic. As I worked my way through it, my dad stepped up to me, answered my unasked question. “It's dangerous to fall asleep when you have a concussion.” He held out his hand to me. “Come on, Son, we’re taking you to the emergency room. Can you walk?”

    Though I truly didn’t want to go to the emergency room, I nodded.

    “Okay, let’s go then.” I grabbed his hand, and he helped me up.

    I resisted as he took my shoulders and tried to steer me toward the garage door. “Can I get something to eat first?” 

    “You’re hungry?” asked my mom.

    “Yeah, I’m starving. Can you make me a fried baloney sandwich?”

    My mom conferred visually with my dad. He shrugged and shook his head, conceding the choice to her. Later, he explained that he didn’t know if someone with a concussion needed to be kept from eating or not. My wheedling finally convinced Mom to get me a sandwich, an apple, and a muffin. I started in on the muffin while they hustled me off to the car.

    Dad drove, and my mom sat in back with me. After I finished the muffin, I started in on the sandwich. It didn’t seem to dent the hunger, but some strength and clarity returned as I finished off the meager meal. After I had finished the food, nothing else seemed important enough to keep me awake, so my eyes kept dropping closed. Every time they did, Mom told me to wake up and poked me if I didn’t comply. By the time we arrived at the emergency room, the fog and fatigue had faded, leaving me more alert and awake, and my mom took the opportunity to start grilling me on what had happened.

    Reluctantly, I told her pretty much the whole story except for the part where the bat had splintered. Instead, I told her that it broke, and she let it slide without mentioning the bat again.

    Then she came to the hardest question. “Why didn’t you just come in and get us? Or better yet, stop at someone’s home and call us?”

    “I don’t know. I got beat up pretty bad, and I wasn’t thinking very well.”

    Neither she nor my dad liked that answer, but they had to accept it since I couldn’t come up with another.

    By the time the doctor came to see me, my brain was functioning again. He came in and asked what happened, listened to my answer, and then tested my reflexes by bopping my knees with the little triangular rubber hammer. My leg twitches I must have passed muster since he didn't linger. He shined his light in my eyes and asked me to follow his hand. After that, he had me get up and walk around the room.

    “Do you feel numb or dizzy?”

    I shook my head. “No, just tired and hungry.”

    Turned his attention to my parents, “He’s not showing any signs of serious concussion. His reactions are good, and his eyes are responding well. The really critical time after a head injury is the first few hours. If he doesn’t have any symptoms after that, then it is unlikely there is anything seriously wrong. If things start getting worse and he starts having troubles walking or seems to have coordination or speech problems, then you should bring him back in.”

    He examined my face by moving my head back and forth. “He doesn’t look hurt too badly, but he has some pretty good bruising. Some of that bruising looks pretty old; did something happen a couple of weeks ago?”

    “Uh, yeah. Erik gave me a black eye in school.”

    He eyed me and said, “You need to think about avoiding this Erik kid and fights in general. Too many knocks to the head can cause long-term brain damage.” 

    Perfectly straight lines like that are rare and precious, but I withheld my snarky reply, mostly because I couldn’t think of one. 

    “He’ll probably have a shiner around his other eye, but I don’t see any permanent damage.” After stuffing his hands in his lab coat pockets, he turned to me again. “I take it you got away from those boys pretty quickly?”

    “No, sir. They held me down and kicked me and beat on me for a long time.”

    The doc's bushy eyebrows rose at that. “Well, you’re extremely lucky, then. I’ve seen people get really hurt in scuffles like that.” He looked to my parents again. “Do you have any other questions I can answer?”

    I yawned at that point and asked the only question on my mind. “I’m really tired; can I get some sleep?”

    “Yup, since you already fell asleep and then woke up showing no adverse symptoms, sleep is probably just what you need. It takes a lot of energy to heal your body.”

    I couldn’t imagine hearing anything more marvelous, so while waiting for my dad to take care of the final paperwork, I crashed in the car. Sleep never felt so good.

    After we got home, I dragged myself out of the car, fixed myself another sandwich, and went to bed. I didn’t have to worry about going to school; Mom would never allow it. Unfortunately, I was too tired to enjoy the idea. Mom insisted I change into my PJ’s, and helped me clean the blood from my face and hair before I climbed into bed.

    Several hours later, I woke feeling vastly better, until I talked with my dad.

    After hearing how great I felt, he said, “Finn, get showered and put together. We’re heading down to the police station.”

    My heart sank. “Dad, I don’t want to make a big deal out of this. I’m feeling better. Can’t we just forget about it?”

    “Finn, this kid took a bat to you! Next time it might be a knife, or worse!” 

    The logic of his argument made complete sense, so I tried to minimize what had happened.

    “Dad, he didn’t actually hit me in the head with a bat.”

    “He didn’t?”

    “Uh, no. Not really. I guess I misspoke earlier.”

    He eyed me owlishly behind his glasses. “Finn…that’s a pretty big detail to change your story about.”

    I nodded, ashamed. I had been thinking about retracting the whole bat story if it would get me out of going to the police station, where everyone could stare at the loser who got beat up, but I couldn’t stand the idea that my dad thought I had lied to him earlier. 

    “Yeah, well, he was aiming for my head, but I got my arms up, and the bat hit my arms…” I showed him the position I took to block the blow and debated about saying anything more, but lost the debate, because I added without deciding to, “He broke the bat against my arms.”

    His eyes narrowed behind his glasses. “Finn, your arms don’t look like someone hit them with a bat.” 

    “Uh, yeah well… the bat broke on my arms.” One look into his skeptical eyes told me he found this idea hard to swallow. I know it still stuck in my craw, and I was there when it happened. “Maybe it was already cracked?” I added doubtfully.

    For a few terribly long seconds, he held my gaze. “Well, it was still a bat, Finn. Just because you got lucky doesn’t reduce how serious this is. Now, go take a shower and we’ll head over to the station. They’ll want a statement from you.”

    “Can I eat first?” Hunger threatened to overwhelm me again.

    “Sure. Just be quick about it.”

    I made myself three PBJs and crammed two of them down in record time. I planned to take the last one with me to the police station but ended up eating it on my way to the shower.

    When I got into the bathroom and took my clothes off, I got my first chance to thoroughly examine the damage. Several faded bruises on my torso and legs and around my right eye bore understated testament to last night’s fight. I put my fingers to my face below the once-bruised eye and found the tiniest tenderness, but flashed back to feeling it last night. It had been puffed closed, and my hand had come away bloody. I remember my ribs stabbing with pain every time I took a breath, but even taking deep breaths, I felt fine now. 

    Either I had actually been hit on the head really hard, or something miraculous had happened over night. When I remembered how much the beating had hurt, my breathing became fast and shallow. In, out, in, out. No way would I ever believe that Erik had not given me a severe beating.

    I stood thinking until my dad knocked on the bathroom door. “Finn? You okay?”

    That broke my reverie. “Yeah, Dad, I’m fine, just getting dressed.” I finished dressing and went downstairs, bummed that I’d never actually taken that shower. Hot water would have kneaded out the knots on my back.

    By the time I came downstairs, Mom had come in from the back. She and my dad had been talking in the kitchen, and she turned at my greeting. Surprise showed in her eyes, and her small mouth circled in an O.

    “Finn! You look much better. I guess that shower did you good.”

    I smiled self-consciously with no idea what happened or what to tell my parents, so I made a stab at it. “I guess they didn’t hit me as hard as I thought.”

    To this day, I don’t understand my reluctance to share my confusion with my parents, just that I felt I couldn’t possibly let them know how sitting in my tree overnight and being cradled in the arms of a dryad had healed me. Things might have been easier, harder, or just different, if I had told them. I guess the fear of losing my parents’ trust and esteem outweighed all my other considerations.

    “Finn, don’t go all macho on me. That blood didn’t come out of you for no reason,” pointed out my mom. “Remember, I saw your shirt and pants this morning.”

    I nodded without meeting her eyes.

    Cha-clink. My dad tossed the car keys in his hand. “Okay, then let’s go.”

    When we reached the police station, we sat down with a clerk and related what had happened. He took my information in a fast and matter-of-fact process. I tried to downplay the bat and the beating, but stuck mostly to the facts. He didn't seem to care one way or another. I wonder what he'd think if I had been his kid.

    He took my statement, a couple of pictures, and my dad’s request for a restraining order. In no time, we were headed back home.

    After we pulled into the garage, my dad asked me about my bike. I told him that I had left it where I’d been jumped, explained exactly where it should be, and he left to go retrieve it. Though I wanted to go with him, he insisted I stay home.

    Concentrating on my reading for English class proved nearly impossible as I waited for dad to return. I just couldn’t get the words through my brain. After reading three pages with no idea what I had read, I put the book down. I couldn’t face the idea of homework or watching TV, so I lounged around thinking about everything that had happened. When I saw my tree nymph in my dreams again, I’d ask her about my freakish healing. It’s not that I wanted to hurt, but my lack of pain and broken bits threatened my faith in a physics-based world.

    For as long as I can remember, my dad has insisted that we live in a mechanistic universe. He scoffed at the ideas of various religions and any suggestion of the supernatural. Physics was his faith, and he saw no need for anything else. I inherited his views through osmosis. From time to time, I have certainly wished there were something more, but I knew that I would be deceiving myself if I chose to believe it.

    You can imagine then that everything that happened to me recently, seriously disturbed my peace.

    Dad had the bike with him when he returned. It surprised me that it didn’t seem any worse for the wear. Of course, it hadn’t been in sterling shape before, so a few more scratches would be hard to pinpoint. He parked it in the garage and then came into the kitchen where Mom was making dinner. Normally, Dad cooked Thursday nights, but Mom had volunteered to take over so he could look for my bike.

    The rest of the evening passed uneventfully with no rules of physics obviously being broken. I headed to bed early, and of course, when the dreams of my dryad did inevitably come that night, they were like most dreams and just followed their own logic. The daytime questions I'd wanted to ask never entered my sleeping mind, and I simply chased after her retreating form through the woods. When I finally caught her, she spun around in my arms, pressed her bare chest to mine, and wrapped me in a deep kiss. Her lips were warm silk, and every part of her felt hot against my skin. That’s when I realized I was naked too. She pulled back from me, and I wasn’t strong enough to stop her. For a moment, I met her deep green gaze, and then she smirked wickedly, looked down at my crotch, turned, and fled. I followed her glance down and was amazed to see a particularly large, uh, indication of my feelings. I mean really large. I know it was a dream, because I could still walk and I didn’t even blush, I just whooped and sprung after the fleeing nymph with my little diving board flopping in front of me.

    The chase continued right to the moment a giant black bear rose up in front of me. I screeched to a halt and stared up at the massive dark shadows. Suddenly, the pleasant sunny woods was gone, and I stood in a shadowed, dark, cold place. The bear's red eyes regarded me with displeasure. I quailed before it. There was something it wanted from me, something important, but I didn't know what. The bear cried out a sound full of despair and longing, then came crashing down onto all fours and disappeared, leaving me in a dark woods staring at an ominous, dark hill.

    Thursday morning I woke up tired, but not exhausted. I really didn’t pay much attention to school that day and couldn’t tell you what we went over in my classes. My classmates and my teachers spent most of the day giving me strange looks. You don’t see someone beaten black and blue wandering the school too often—especially with a large grin on their face. The day passed in a haze, but during lunch hour, I told my friends what had happened with Erik. (No way was I telling them that dream.) Appropriately and gratifyingly, my whole ordeal shocked them.

    Gregg wanted to be supportive, but was skeptical when I told him about the bat shattering on my arm. I had to agree with his sentiment—even I found it hard to believe. 

    “Yeah, it was downright weird. The last thing I remember thinking was that I would give anything not to have that bat hit me.”

    The implication that had previously escaped my conscious mind suddenly hit me, and I bit my lip in worry. It wasn’t possible. Just wishing hard could not cause a bat to explode against my arm. 

    “Holy shit!” I said. “The whole idea of a bat shattering on my arm is pretty absurd, isn’t it?”

    Gregg nodded solemnly while chewing on his bite of sandwich. Everyone else reflected his doubt to varying degrees.

    “Crap! I wonder if I just dreamed that part.” I scowled at my own sandwich sitting on the lunchroom table in front of me. “That would explain why he didn’t break my arms!”

    Jim, who had been sitting silently until then, grimaced and nodded. “That’s some scary stuff, Finn.”

    I suddenly felt lost. Was it really possible that I was losing my marbles and hallucinating? That certainly would make more objective sense than being healed by a tree or shattering bats on my arms. Both Gregg and Jim saw it too, I could tell by the look on their faces. A nice warm-up to how I was going to feel when I got home that evening.

    As usual, I got home before my parents. I kicked off my shoes, poured myself a bowl of corn flakes and milk, and sat down in front of my computer. My homework was piled, up in my bag, but I just couldn’t get myself to crack a book. I pulled up World of Warcraft aka WoW, and played with my friends online until my parents arrived on their bikes an hour later. I shut down the game and went down to say, “Hi.” They came in, and my mom gave me a hug. 

    After dropping his things on the kitchen table, my dad turned to me. “Son, I have some bad news for you.”

    “Oh yippy-yay.” I said, not taking him seriously.

    “Erik and his goons have claimed that you jumped them.”

    “What?”

    “They told the police that you jumped them with a bat and beat Erik up. They said they only fought back in self-defense.”

    I tried to let this sink in, but it just wouldn’t. I kept expecting Rod Serling to come out while do de do do, do de do do… began playing in the background. He would say, “I present to you the strange case of Ian Finn Morgenstern, an average, inoffensive, nerdy high school student, beaten with a bat by a group of bullies. Finn has just unwittingly struck out… in the Twilight Zone.”

    No one could believe that ridiculous story… could they? “Dad, that’s the dumbest thing I have ever heard!” I thought for a second and added, “I forgot! When Erik jumped me, he was already pretty beat up. He said his dad beat him because he got expelled from school, and he was just passing it on.”

    Dad half shook his head. “Damn, that’s bad. We’re going to have to see if there’s something we can do for him, maybe call social services, after we make sure he can’t hurt anyone else.” 

    I absolutely agreed with that last sentiment—especially if that “anyone” were me.

    “Anyway, the deputy told me about Erik’s allegations today when I talked to him. Said the boys showed up at the hospital early this morning pretty beat up. Two of them had gashes and cuts on their faces where they claimed you attacked them with the bat after you broke it on Erik’s ribs.”

    It wasn't me who was going crazy, it was the world. “Dad, that didn’t happen! I didn’t even get a single punch in! They had me down and were beating me and kicking me before I could do anything!”

    “We know Finn.” My mom had obviously heard everything from Dad. “Unfortunately, the police are taking them seriously. Like you mentioned earlier, Erik came in beat up pretty badly, but both the other boys did too. All of them had injuries that may have been caused by a bat.”

    “They didn’t come in until this morning! They beat me up two days ago! How do they explain that?”

    “I asked that myself. They said they were afraid for their lives and that they had been hiding all day.”

    “Dad, Mom! No one is going to believe that. These guys are douche-bag, lowlife scum. They get in fights all the time!”

    Mom flinched. “Finn, please don’t call them that. We know that their story is false, but there are three of them, and they have been severely hurt. The police have no choice but to look into their claims.”

    Since I had nothing to say to that, my dad let the other shoe drop. 

    “Finn, the police have requested you come down to the station this afternoon and give another statement.”

    I pulled out a kitchen chair and collapsed onto it. “Oh my God, I’m going to go to jail!”

    “Finn, don’t be ridiculous,” my mom said. “Things will all turn out okay. They usually do.”

    I gawked at her. “Apparently, you don’t watch the news much. There are three of them, Mom. They’re going to get me thrown in jail!”

    My dad’s lips thinned with tension. “Finn, don’t you speak to your mother like that.”

    I flushed, dropped my eyes to the floor, and said meekly, “Sorry, Mom.”

    She bent over and gave me a hug to let me know everything was all right between us. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. Everything will be okay. You’ll see.” 

    I had a hard time believing that.

    


The Dream Police

    On our way to the police station again, my dad said, “I called in a favor with a detective I know. She’s going to look into it and interview you, Erik, and the others.”

    From the back seat, I asked, “Where did you meet a detective?”

    “She’s the daughter of one of the Shawnee I worked with back before I met your mother.”

    I threw all my sparkling wit into my answer. “Oh.” 

    I’d sort of known my dad had worked with some Indians, but not much else. 

    “Dad, what did you do for them?”

    “I worked on some geological claims for them.” 

    “Oh. Do you think there is any way Hatzer might let us go back to the mound, just to sort of dig around?”

    “What? Why? What made you think of that?” He sounded surprised, but there was something else in his voice that I couldn't pinpoint.

    “I don't know, I guess I just really want to go back there. I know there is other stuff we can find.” Hm, talk about your weird brain farts, where did that thought come from? I shook it off. “Never mind. Just a random thought. Maybe I thought about it because you mentioned the Shawnee.”

    When we walked into the detective’s office, I didn’t meet the frumpy middle-aged woman I had been expecting. Instead, a tall, lean, twenty-to-thirty something with jet-black hair and supermodel features met us. She kept her hair pulled back in a tight bun with a few stray strands falling around her shoulders and cheeks. Her face had the exotic look of someone with a fair amount of Native American heritage in her blood, and she had lean, expressive lips and big brown eyes. A man could drown in those eyes if he could tear his own off how suggestively her body filled out her uniform.

    Of course, I just stood there, stunned, unable to move past the door.

    “Vicky! Good to see you!” said my dad. 

    She smiled at him and stood. Her melodic contralto voice did tingly stuff to my toes. “Jack! It’s been too long!” 

    My dad walked up to her and gave her a big hug. Jealousy is an ugly thing, especially when you’re jealous of your own father. In that moment, I fancied I knew how Hamlet felt. (I was a little fuzzy on the classics.)

    My dad turned to me with an arm outstretched in introduction. “Detective Victoria Hunter. I’m pleased to introduce you to my son, Ian Finn Morgenstern.”

    I crept into the room, and she offered her hand with a polite smile.

    “Mr. Morgenstern, I’m pleased to meet you.”

    I hesitantly took her hand, afraid that touch might give away my infatuation. “Detective Hunter, I’m pleased to meet you, too.” 

    She had a firm handshake, which I tried hard to match. She indicated a chair, and I sat down.

    “Can I call you Ian, or would you prefer Mr. Morgenstern?” 

    “Uh, Finn is fine,” I squeezed out. Inspiration hit me. “What should I call you?” 

    “I find that 'Detective Hunter' works best when pursuing police business,” she said. 

    My wild fantasies about midnight assignations with this woman crumbled. I really wanted to be on a first name basis with her. 

    She added, “Any other time, you can call me Vicky.”

    I brightened up immediately.

    “First, let me explain that I’m looking into this case as a favor to your dad. Since I’ve known him for so long, this could be construed as a conflict of interest. I’ll have to precede every report I make with that admission.”

    I nodded uncertainly. “Okay.”

    “That being the case, I’ll have to make my reports as neutral as possible and confine myself to facts. The main thing I can do is help expedite this investigation and get it over with as quickly as possible. I’ll get the case in front of the prosecutor and make sure you don’t fall into any administrative black holes.”

    She grinned at her little metaphor, and I smiled back, even though getting the case in 

    front of a prosecutor sounded ominous. 

    “Sounds good to me.” 

    She pulled out an iPad from her topmost desk drawer. “Do I have your permission to tape the interview while taking notes?”

    I mutely nodded my understanding, and she began. 

    “Finn, tell me what happened to you last Tuesday evening. Please leave nothing out.” 

    I related everything to her that I could remember while trying to appear as sincere and honest as possible. We talked for at least an hour, going over every detail. I even told her about the bat and then shared the doubts I had since raised. When I rambled to a stop, she poked at her tablet for a moment, sucked in her lower lip, and chewed on it a bit, then leaned on her desk and caught my gaze.

    “Finn, your testimony is a bit unclear in places, especially about the bat. Did Erik hit you with a bat?”

    “Well, I'm not sure.”

    “Do you remember him hitting you with a bat?”

    “Yes.”

    “Okay, do you remember the bat shattering on your arm?”

    I nodded.

    “Can you please answer me verbally?”

    I nodded and then belatedly said, “Yes... Yes, I remember the bat shattering on my arm. You know that feeling you get when you're going over the handlebars of your bike, and you know how much it’s gonna hurt?”

    “I think I can imagine it.”

    “Well that was what I was thinking.”

    It wasn't the most coherent explanation on my part, but she managed to glean my meaning. “You were thinking how much it was going to hurt?”

    I nodded then hurriedly added, “Yes.”

    “Close your eyes and remember the event for me.”

    I did as she asked.

    “Now, tell me everything you noticed when you were there.”

    “Um, well, I remember how big his arm muscles were.”

    “Okay, good. What else?”

    “I remember his face. He was all beat up, but he was so full of hate.”

    “Go on.”

    “He screamed when he swung the bat at me.”

    “What did he scream?”

    “Uh nothing, it was just a scream.”

    “All right, anything else?”

    “Just how terrified I was. I knew he was going to break both my arms.”

    “What happened next?”

    I swallowed trying to hold off the panic I felt at the memory. “I put my arms up in front of the bat. I closed my eyes. The bat smacked into my arms, and I heard it crack. When I looked up, Erik was holding half a bat and Chester was screaming about his face...”

    She interrupted me. “Okay, move forward, what happened next?”

    “I tried to run, and then I tripped and fell and then they were kicking me and...” my voice started to crack.

    “You don't need to go any further Finn.”

    I sat there shaking with the remembered fear and pain of the encounter.

    Officer Hunter looked at me with her lips pursed in sympathy. “One more thing, are there any gaps in your memory from when they jumped you till you tripped?”

    “No, I don't think so. There's a big gap after they started kicking me.”

    “That's what it sounded like to me too. Finn, I don't think you dreamed the bat and somehow wove it back into your memories. If you had, I would have expected there to be some sort of jump or hazy part to it, but it seems like a continuous memory to me, and you did wake up the next day beaten and bruised so we know it wasn't just a dream.”

    “Oh, but...”

    “I don't know how to explain it Finn, just that it seems likely it happened. Both parties here have a version of a bat being broken against them, we even have the bat handle in question, but neither side has injuries consistent with that story unless the bat was already cracked, termite ridden or just a fake.”

    I brightened at that thought. Maybe the bat had been damaged by termites. That would mean I wasn't crazy!

    She saw my change in expression and chose her words carefully. “Unfortunately, none of those theories bore fruit. The handle of the bat shows no evidence of termites and its condition is not consistent with a single crack. It looks more like it exploded. Now, don't panic, sometimes, there are aspects of a crime that seem inexplicable but turn out to have mundane causes. I think that is what we have here.”

    “Oh.”

    “Finn, don't be so eager to throw out experiences which don't mesh with your world view. That's too easy a habit to form and can blind you to a lot of the wonder of the world.”

    I cringed internally. Unwittingly, Det. Hunter had cut right to the heart of my current problems. Was I doing myself an injustice by denying everything I had been seeing?

    Det. Hunter looked back to her pad, and I'm sure I really did cringe when it was clear we were a long way from over. “Okay, my next question involves the Mighty Burger where you were working...”

    Her questions were probing and thorough. She left me limp, exhausted, and frazzled.

    “Do you have any last questions, Finn?”

    “Uh, yeah. Am… am I going to go to jail?”

    A sad smile crossed her lips. “I hope it won’t come to that.”

    Thanks for that big shot of confidence there. “What happens next? Am I going to have to go to court?”

    “If the prosecutor is not convinced by the evidence, then yes. It will be a few weeks at least, though.”

    My eyes must have been saucers, because her once again strictly-business face softened.

    “I’m sure it won’t come to that, Finn. It’ll be okay.” 

    “O-okay.” I didn't believe her.

    “Thank you both for coming down.” 

    My dad spoke from behind me. “Finn, why don’t you go sit in the waiting room for a bit? I need to talk to Detective Hunter.” 

    I left and found myself totally without jealousy. If I never talked to Detective Hunter again, I would be perfectly happy. He only talked with her for a minute or two and then came back out. I wondered what they had to talk about.

    He came out looking a bit sad and introspective.

    “What's up dad? What did you need to talk to her about?”

    I had the feeling that he was hiding his feelings behind his glasses. “Oh, we were just talking about her grandfather. We were close once and parted on bad terms. His health is failing. I just wanted to get an update.”

    We walked out of the police station into the humid summer heat.

    “Is he dying?”

    “Yes, the doctors gave him six months to live about two years ago so he is living on borrowed time.”

    We got into the car, and I asked, “Are you going to go see him?”

    He shook his head. “I don't think he would want to see me.”

    I looked at my dad and weighed my options. I decided he genuinely didn't want me to know any more so I forcibly let go of my curiosity. “I'm sorry dad.”

    He gave me a weak smile as we pulled out of the parking lot. “Me too.” 

    We got home without incident, made our way to the kitchen to see my mom, and just as I started to relax, her cell phone rang. 

    Her opening line nailed my attention to the conversation. 

    “Principal Hayman, what can I do for you today?” 

    It went downhill from there. The call couldn’t have lasted more than five minutes, but her growing anger and my sinking heart made it seem much longer. Comments like, “That’s ridiculous!” and “But finals are coming up!” and “You can bet I’ll be calling the school board!” shot through the air.

    When she slammed her phone closed, she had my dad’s attention as well. At his inquiring glance, she almost growled. 

    “That was the school. Finn has to appear at a hearing on Monday. They won’t let him back on school grounds until then. He has to stay home tomorrow.”

    My guts twisted into a pretzel, and I suddenly felt cold. “You’re kidding right?”

    “No, I’m not kidding, but this is totally ridiculous. We have to call the school board.”

    My dad said, “I want to be on that call.”

    Despite my parents’ vocal and passionate protests, I would not be allowed back in school the next day. My parents’ reaction softened the blow for me. Neither of them engaged in emotional outbursts often, but their outrage at my treatment made it clear they backed me unconditionally. They spent a lot of time on the phone talking to various officials. Nobody budged.

    Surprisingly, it seriously affected me as well. I was intelligent, but I wasn’t what you’d call an ideal student. I took several AP classes, but only in the last few years had I taken school seriously. Before this happened to me, banishment from school always seemed like more of a reward than a punishment for bad behavior, but now that they had targeted me, I felt persecuted, guilty, and outcast. If someone had told me right then that my one-day suspension from school would be an event of earth-changing importance, I wouldn’t have been surprised. 

    Dejected, I retreated to my room and prepared for another marathon session of WoW. I had only been at it for about a half hour when my dad knocked on my door twice, then stuck his head in. 

    “Pack your things, Finn. We're headed back to the mound.”

    “Seriously?” 

    “Seriously. I’ve got my grads filling in for me tomorrow. We’re leaving tonight.”

    I about flipped my lid in excitement. “This is totally awesome, did Mr. Hatzer finally decide Mark could start?”

    “Yep, he actually started at the beginning of the week.”

    “What? Why didn't you tell me? Was that why you sound so guilty when I asked about the mound earlier?”

    “Yeah, sorry, I made a bad call there. I feel bad not coming straight with you. I didn't want to distract you from your studies, but of course, that's all changed now. Go on, pack for three days.”

    Excitement overrode any annoyance I had with my dad's handling of this. I jumped out of my seat and turned off my computer without saying anything to my WoW teammates. I pulled out my small suitcase and started throwing clothes into it.

    I forgot everything else that had been happening in my excitement to go down to the mound again. My curiosity was burning to find out whatever was buried under that heap of dirt. It was something special. I just knew it.

    We got out of the house in record time. I think my dad was as excited as I was. This time we had a three-hour drive to Serpent Mound. Along the way, my dad explained to me what had happened at the burial site since our last visit. 

    “I’ve heard from Mark every day this week. He’s been keeping me up-to-date on what he’s found.”

    I had another momentary twinge of annoyance that my dad hadn’t been updating me. “Spill it, Dad.”

    He grinned, but kept his gaze locked on the road. “Well, things haven’t been going very well at all on the dig.”

    “What happened?”

    “Apparently, it’s been a comedy of errors, although Mark isn’t laughing. First, they couldn’t get the bulldozer started, then there’ve been some serious accidents, and something happened yesterday that convinced him he needed us down there, though he won’t say what.”

    I knew something was going on at that mound! I shivered at the memories of that night at the site, thinking what might have happened there since. Trepidation, vindication, and excitement make an odd mix of emotions. It left me bouncing in my seat.

    “Now, he’s got three, maybe four days, at the outside before the owner is going to toss him out on his ear.”

    “Ouch. How much has he gotten done?”

    “About halfway of the way to the center of the mound.”

    “That’s not too bad. Has he found anything?”

    “Yep.” Then he fell silent. Dang it! He knew just how to push my buttons.

    “So? What has he found?”

    “Oh, not much; just two burial sites with full skeletons, some partials, and another animal effigy whistle.”

    “Wow! That’s awesome!”

    Happy to find a partner in his excitement, the grin on my dad’s clean-shaven face widened. “One of the bodies was huge. Mark said the guy topped out at around seven feet tall and had a whistle buried with him. So they’ve found a snake effigy whistle, in addition to your bear.”

    “Sweet!”

    After that, we rode in silence for a while. I started considering everything that had happened to me at the mound. Something about the snake seemed familiar, but I just couldn't place it. I thought through what had happened to me that night at the mound, and my difficulties believing what I saw, heard, and felt while we were there. The parallel to my feelings about Erik's exploding bat was not lost on me. Would Detective Hunter tell me that I shouldn't doubt my experiences again? Hesitantly, I brought it up.

    “Dad?” 

    “Yes?”

    “What if what I saw down there was real?”

    “Now that would be interesting.”

    “Yes, but Ricky felt something out there as well, and it freaked her out too. We have three different groups who have seen or felt something there as well. Isn’t it getting to the point that we would be ignoring facts that conflicted with our world view?”

    My dad paused and then pulled out his teaching voice. “Finn, all through history, up to modern times, people have claimed to see ghosts and spirits and beings from other realms. People claim to be in contact with some,” he let go of the steering wheel to make finger quotes while he said, “Higher Power.” Hands back on the wheel, he continued, “On every continent, there are myths and legends of supernatural events and creatures, and people who believe there is some sort of life after death. There are people who claim that quartz crystals have healing powers and that homeopathics, water exposed to an element briefly and then made almost as clean as distilled water, can cure any disease you care to name. 

    “One thing that all these things have in common is that modern scientific methods have never been able to verify any of them. These beliefs contravene common sense and never seem repeatable in a lab under controlled conditions. The common denominator of supernatural events is human isolation, observation, and emotional reactions.”

    I nodded, uncertain where he was taking this. “Okay, so? We’ve got verification here.”

    “Finn, is it more reasonable to assume that there is some immeasurable and unknowable part of existence out there perceived only to a lucky and select few, or does it make more sense that what we’re really seeing are artifacts of the way we think and process outside stimuli?”

    I considered this. “I suppose so.”

    “Did you know that intense electromagnetic fields can cause visual hallucinations?”

    I looked at him in surprise. “No, I didn’t.” 

    “Did you know that if ten people witness an event, you’ll get eleven different versions when you interview them a week later?”

    “Come on, Dad!” I protested.

    He chuckled and said, “Okay, so maybe I exaggerate a bit, but a person’s memory of an event is subject to manipulation and change. They’re starting to give considerably less weight to eyewitness accounts and identifications in criminal trials, because they’re so prone to failure. Do you remember that British TV magician we watched who played mind games with people?”

    “Derren Brown?”

    “Yes, him. Remember the tricks he could pull on people? He paid for things with blank pieces of paper. He programmed an entire mall of people to stop and raise their hands on his command. Without knowing why, everyone stopped and raised their hands in the air.”

    I laughed. “Yeah that was awesome!”

    “It was, assuming it wasn’t the television audience he was setting up. He was showing how susceptible people are to suggestion. So, doesn’t that suggest that maybe people see ghosts, aliens, and gates to Heaven because that’s what they have been programmed to expect, or our brain is wired to produce those experiences? Doesn’t it seem more likely than some immeasurable, unknowable set of forces and creatures?”

    I nodded reluctantly.

    “Are you familiar with Occam’s razor?”

    “Yup. It says that the simplest explanation for a phenomenon is usually the correct one.”

    “You’ve got it. Cut away the complicated, unlikely explanations and you’re left with the cause. I would submit to you that, in this case, the simplest explanation is that people’s brains are susceptible to suggestion and random pattern matching. It’s part of our brain’s nature. I’d even suggest that our ancestors’ pattern-matching abilities gave us the survival edge. Evolution designed us to see patterns, and by seeing patterns, we gained the ability to predict things like leopard attacks and plant growth. Once we saw a pattern, we could predict the future, and we became able to ask the question, “why?” and seek the reason. This is what separates us from all other life on Earth and why there are over eight billion of us today. 

    “However, that same ability to detect patterns causes us to see patterns in inherently random events. People gamble because they perceive patterns in the random movement of the roulette wheel, then the one time out of many that they hit the jackpot, they become convinced that the pattern they perceived predicted the outcome. 

    “If you flip a coin and get heads one hundred times, would you bet heavily that the next toss would come up heads?”

    I grinned. “I’d rather bet it was a two-headed nickel.”

    My dad snorted. “Assuming you have a standard coin, the chance the next toss would come up heads is still fifty percent. Previous tosses have no influence on the next one, but most people would bet on heads because of history or tails because they were “due”.

    We see patterns or reason where there is none because that’s what we are programmed to do for our survival.” 

    I rubbed my chin in consideration. “I guess you’ve thought of this more than once?”

    He laughed. “You know it’s something that has fascinated me my entire life.”

    “Do you think everyone goes to this mound expecting to see ghosts, so they do?”

    While tilting his head equivocally from side-to-side, he nodded shallowly. “Perhaps there’re some magnetic fields in the area that cause visual hallucinations, and we interpret them just like our brains interpret the random firing of neurons while we’re asleep as dreams. Perhaps it is something else. We’ll see.”

    Recent events had shaken my faith in the nonexistence of the supernatural, but I couldn’t think of any way to voice my opinions—certainly not as eloquently as my dad had. I chewed on the thought that everything I had recently experienced could be attributed to my brain’s tendency to impose order onto random events. In some ways, that unsettled me more than the existence of human ghosts that turned into bears.

    


Mounds Again

    We arrived in Seaman, Ohio about the same time we had arrived at the mound the previous weekend. After we checked in, we met my uncle at the diner.

    Once seated and orders placed, Mark took one look at me, saw the fading bruises, and said, “What happened to you, Finn?”

    “Well, I had a little run-in with some guys from school.”

    “I hope they look worse than you do.”

    “They do,” I admitted. “But only because they beat each other up so they could claim I went after them with a bat.”

    He lowered his mug of coffee and arched his brows. “Okay, I’ve got to hear the whole story now.” 

    “I was jumped by three guys in the woods and they broke a bat on my arms and then beat the snot out of me. Two days later, they showed up at the police station all beaten and bloody and claimed I jumped them... I really need you to teach me how to fight, Uncle Mark.”

    He nodded, his mouth set in a grave line. “Yes, you do. It sounds like only dumb luck or termites kept you from being hospitalized, or worse.” He grabbed my chin and turned my head back and forth while inspecting my face. “In fact, it looks like you got off pretty lightly.”

    “Didn’t feel like it at the time.”

    He slapped my hand where it rested on the table. “Don’t worry kiddo. I’ve got some moves that will mean they won’t have to rough themselves up to convince people that they were in a fight.”

    My dad spoke up around a mouthful of pie. “Finn's been having trouble with these boys all year. They had to beat him to within an inch of his life to convince him to come talk to you.”

    Despite my earlier misgivings at fighting, I couldn’t help but smile. That was as close as my dad ever got to an “I told you so”, but he was right. It was past time I learned to defend myself. If there was anyone I could count on, on that front, it was my uncle. “Thanks, Uncle Mark. You’re the best.”

    “Damn straight. Now, onto better, if similarly, dirty business.”

    Mark told us about the problems plaguing the site. It started with a lot of stupid accidents and protests by people claiming to represent the local Shawnee Remnants. That was followed by sabotage of the heavy equipment, and finally, someone spiked the crew’s drinking water with mescaline or LSD. In the following chaos, the site had been damaged to the point where he’d had to file a police report.

    “I talked with the sheriff yesterday afternoon and today. I’ve also been tracking down the workers to see if they were okay and to see if I could pinpoint the culprit. The incident traumatized them, but no one got seriously injured, at least nothing beyond a few bumps and bruises. Not a single one of them was willing to work here again though, including my GC. That’s why I called you two to come down. I’ve asked for Ricky as well, but Dan couldn’t let her go until tomorrow. She should be here in the afternoon.”

    Things just kept getting better and better.

    Mark continued, unaware that he had just made my weekend shinier. “I’d get more locals, but now I don’t trust them, and I’m running out of time. I will ask Mr. Hatzer for an extension, but I don’t know if I’ll get it.”

    I suggested, “I know several guys who would do just about anything to get a chance to work this dig. Can I call them up and see if they want to come down Friday night and stay through Sunday?

    Uncle Mark tossed a grin at me and then passed it to my dad. 

    Dad took the ball and asked, “Who did you have in mind Finn?”

    “Well, Dave has a car. He, Alan, and Jeff practically salivated when I told them about the dig. I wouldn’t be surprised if Gregg and Jim would want to come as well. Can I call them?”

    Dad mulled this over while scratching his chin, shrugged, and passed the decision back to Uncle Mark with a glance. 

    He jumped on the chance for some help. “Hey, if they can get a note from a parent to be around an active dig, I’m good with it. If they are friends of me kiddo, Finn here, and he vouches for them, it’s good enough for me.”

    “Awesome! I’ll give them a call right now.”

    “I’m serious about the note. Get their parents to write it for them. Have them specify if it is okay for them to use the excavator, power tools, and hand tools as well.”

    “You bet Uncle Mark!” I pulled out my phone and thumbed Dave's number.

    He apparently got my text I'd sent during the long ride. “Mighty Finn! You bastard! Called to gloat about excavating a haunted mound?”

    I smirked. “Nope. Who's your best friend?”

    “My right hand.”

    “Besides that!”

    “My left hand.”

    I rolled my eyes at my uncle to indicate what I had to deal with. “Wrong again, you get one more guess, and then I'm hanging up.”

    Dave's laugh filtered over the phone. “Hugh Hefner?”

    “All right, you lose!”

    “No wait Mighty! Don't hang up. How could you even ask such a question when the answer is so obviously you?”

    “That's better...” I paused.

    “Well?”

    “Well what?”

    “Finn!”

    I laughed again. “You wanna come down and help?”

    “Holy mounds Batman! Does the pope piss in the woods? Of course.”

    “Great, all you gotta do is call everyone, and get them to come down too.”

    “I'm going to give you a big kiss when I get down there!”

    “Dude, don't make me change my mind.”

    “All right, I promise, no tongue. Where and when do you want us?”

    “We want you ASAP and I'll text you the location.” I really didn't want to sit through a string of Seaman jokes from Dave. “Give me a buzz when you know who's going.”

    “Aye, aye Captain Mighty sir!”

    Mark mouthed a message to me. “Oh, and bring notes from your parents saying they don't mind if you come down and work with sharp pointy things around big heavy equipment.”

    “Really?”

    “Really. Ciao dude.”

    “You are truly mighty!”

    I hung up, put the phone down, and grinned at Mark and Dad. “The cavalry is on its way!”

    Later that night before we went to bed, I got a text back from Dave. 

    “3v3ry1s in.” Dave likes his weird shorthand. Everyone was in.

    Excitement filled me as I contemplated the ancient, mysterious, treasures we would find. This was going to be the best weekend of my life.

    


Mounds of Messiness

    The next morning, after poor sleep due to excitement and dreams of the demanding bear, we stood in the clearing in front of the mound. My uncle really hadn’t prepared me for the mess that had been made of the site. The mound had an enormous gouge taken out of it. Random piles of dirt, branches, and trees lay strewn around the site, and a large hole was concentrated toward the center of the mound where he had found the excavator turned over still churning the dirt. Whoever had been in that excavator had truly gone to town.

    After several dismayed exclamations, I asked, “So where do we start?” I knew we would find other artifacts besides the bear and the snake, and I couldn’t wait to get going. Something was calling me. Something that either hadn’t been there before, or had been uncovered enough for me to feel it.

    “Well, I figure we need to clear out a good working area again. We need to pull out the branches and trees and get the excavator running.” 

    The dirt we started with had been churned up by the excavator so it required more endurance than muscle power, still, cleaning up the site was hard, hot, dirty work.

    I wasn’t used to this kind of labor, and I soon fell into a pain-filled mindless rhythm scooping up dirt and tossing it into the wheelbarrow. This is exactly not how you want to be working an archaeological site. You can do some serious damage to an artifact, if you aren’t paying close attention.

    The moment I recognized the skull fragment falling from my shovel onto the nearly full pile of the wheelbarrow, I cried, “Oh crap!” I rushed to retrieve the darkened bone. I snatched it up and realization of what I had done hit me. I clenched my teeth and considered smacking myself with my shovel. I’d broken a skull with my screwed up lack of concentration. “Crap!” I threw the skullcap back on the pile and whirled back to where I had been digging and frantically started scooping through the dirt with my hands.

    “Finn, what’s going on?” My uncle’s query stopped me. I sat back and tried to understand just what I’d been doing. “I, uh, well, I think I might have broken a skull.”

    “Well, if you throw stuff around like that, you probably will.”

    Did I really just do that? “Oh crap. I’m sorry; I don’t know why I did that.”

    I purposely didn’t look at Mark. I was afraid of what I would see on his face.

    “Let’s see what you’ve got.” He knelt down beside, me and together we gently sift through the clumps of dirt for more pieces. In quick order, Mark found a mandible—jawbone—and I uncovered a larger section of bone. I used my hand broom to clean the dirt away from an orbital socket and about half of the upper jaw and right side of the cranium. When it was cleared, I reached down and picked it up. I got angry again. Given the location, it was clear the damage had not come from my careless use of the shovel. It was obvious that the skull had been torn apart by the excavator.

    My lips pulled back in a snarl. “Goddamn stupid fucks! If they were here, I’d toss them under those treads and let it work on their heads!”

    I felt a growl building in the back of my throat. My uncle plucked the shattered skull from my hands. “Easy there kiddo. Don’t bust a vein on me.”

    As soon as the piece left my hands, the anger fled. I looked at Mark abashed. “I’m, I’m sorry! I just got so angry thinking that someone caused this damage on purpose!”

    Mark lowered one eyebrow at me and then turned to study the bone pieces. “Well it looks to me like these bones were broken before the excavator got to them. Look here; see how the discoloration extends to the edges of the break? It could be from fire or ocher which they used as a burial ritual on bones, but it was done before the burial.”

    I looked. Sure enough, he was right. All the edges were the same color as the surfaces. “So something crushed this guy’s head?”

    He shrugged, “Could be he fell from a tree or got caught cuckolding the war chief’s wife.”

    He handed the piece back to me. The moment I touched it, I wanted to break something. Anger flooded through me again. This time, I was able to control the urge to destroy something enough to hand it back to Uncle Mark. “Maybe, maybe, you ought to keep it. I don’t want to drop it or anything.”

    Mark again dropped his eyebrow at my reaction and eyed me speculatively for a moment. “Right. Okay Finn, you need to go get out of the sun for a bit. Take a break, get some water.”

    “I think you're right.” My muscles were shaking when I stood up and stumbled over to the cooler. 

    I soon learned that any time I picked up a bone, I would feel angry or sad or terrified. I started wearing gloves, which helped somewhat. I’m sure my dad would have said it was some weird pattern matching my brain was doing, but it hit me hard every time.

    To my delight, Ricky arrived mid-afternoon to take my mind off my overactive whatever. I bounced over to her car, and when she got out, I threw back my arms and said, “Welcome back to another episode of Dirty Jobs—excavating haunted burial mounds!”

    She looked at me with a grimace and furrowed brows. “Touch me and you die.”

    I felt like a puppy dog who's just been smacked with a paper. I dropped my arms and looked down at my clothes. I was fairly well coated in a layer of brown dirt. I tried hide my disappointment and smiled at her.

    “Somebody got up on the wrong side of the bed today.”

    “Don't press your luck. I'm here aren't I?”

    “And I count us lucky.”

    Her grimace deepened, and she stalked off to the mound. She must have assumed I was being sarcastic. Damn.

    As the afternoon turned to evening, I moved slower and slower despite a drive within me to find whatever was at the bottom of that mound. I took longer and more frequent breaks. The heat, sweat, and exertion wore me down, and my head had started to hurt. I began avoiding touching any bones I found or saw, because the emotions they stirred, left me mentally exhausted.

    Around six o’clock, we broke for dinner, which consisted of stale tuna fish sandwiches, some no-name brand of chips, and a couple of warm apples. Not great, but the meal worked for me.

    Given the amount I sweat, it wasn't a surprise that the dirt clung to me especially well and turned to mud. I looked around at my fellow grave robbers. No one else seemed to have the same problem. Ricky had some sweat stains around the armpits and neckline of her tee shirt but hadn’t gotten particularly dirty. I told myself that she hadn’t been working as long I had, and the day had become a little cooler as the sun lowered in the sky. My uncle and my dad also seemed little worse for the wear, which irritated me. Some dirt clung to their hands and clothes, but nowhere near the amount I carried.

    “Hey, Mud-Boy,” said Ricky to get my attention. “Can you hand me another bottle of water without getting it too dirty?”

    Uncle Mark choked on his sandwich, then it down with some water and laughed. 

    I answered with affronted dignity. “Mud-Boy no play fetch for ugly squeaky clean chick.”

    Mark snorted harder while Ricky rolled her eyes, stood up, and got her own water bottle.

    An approaching siren distracted me from our witty repartee. We looked across the field and saw an ambulance rush by. The vehicle passed out of sight quickly, but its mournful howl didn’t fade out entirely. Instead, it went on for a while, then, it just stopped. Its passing left my nerves, already raw from all the emotions coursing through me, jangling, and a heavy sensation of doom settled on me.

    I shivered. “I think that went to Mr. Hatzer’s house.”

    “I think so, too. I’ll go check.” Uncle Mark grinned at me, oblivious to my mental state, and said, “Get back to work, Mud- Boy! I’ll be back in a few.”

    I frowned at his retreating form as he trotted through the broken ground of the clearing toward the cars. “Mud-Boy” wasn’t the worst thing I’d ever been called, (“Pugsly” took that honor) but it didn’t thrill me. I hoped it didn’t stick, and hoped even more that general exhaustion could explain my feelings of anxiety.

    “Come on, Mud-Boy,” quipped my dad heartily. “Let’s go get dirtier.”

    Great. I collect the most interesting names. We started back to work and made some progress by the time Mark walked back to the dig frowning.

    “Mr. Hatzer had a heart attack, from what the ME said.”

    The timing of this calamity raised alarms in my head. “Wow, how serious?” 

    “Well, I don’t know,” replied Mark. “He’s still alive. They’re loading him into the ambulance.”

    I tried to be nonchalant as I threw my fears to the others. “Maybe this mound really is haunted, and since he’s the one behind flattening it, the curse targeted him.” It sounded ridiculous, and my dad only reinforced that feeling. 

    He shook his head with a slight, grim smile. “Given the anger that man carried around, it doesn’t surprise me that this happened. Doesn’t take a ghost to explain this one.”

    About that time, we heard the sirens again, and the ambulance flashed past going the other way. I shivered with the feeling that we would never see Mr. Hatzer again. 

    The event sobered us, but nothing could be done about it, so we got back to work. We finally cleared most of the rubble and loose dirt from the side of the gouged up mound and found two more skulls, more ribs, shoulders, arms, and legs.

    At the end of the day, we encountered a patch of large stones embedded near the base of the hill. We hadn’t found any similar stones in the rubble, so we hoped it meant we hadn’t reached the center yet, and it hadn't been chewed to bits by the earth-mover. Around the edges of the stones we hit found areas of black dirt that got Uncle Mark excited.

    “Take a look at this Jack.” He was holding a black clump of dirt. Before I could ask, he said, “I think this is the remains of a burnt log. Look here, there are some unburned areas.” He pointed to some lighter areas in the clump.

    “Think it was the burial structure?” my dad asked.

    “That’s precisely what I think it is.” Mark dropped the black chunk and then pointed at the other blackened areas we were exposing. “Look how much darker this is. I bet we had a cremation. They were fairly common for both the Aden and Hopewell cultures. We are getting close boys.”

    My uncle and I wanted to push on into the gathering dark, but my Dad and Ricky mutinied. They forced him to call it quits after he had uncovered less than a half dozen of the rocks. We carefully bundled up the unburied artifacts and bones and filled up the back of Ricky’s jeep with them. 

    “Are you coming Finn?”

    I shook myself back to the here and now. I had been standing, looking toward the center of mound with my hand around my bear. Something there was still calling to me. “Yeah! I’m coming.” 

    Though the drive to find whatever waited in the center of the mound was strong, the long, hot, dirty day left me tired and happy to be headed back to the hotel.

    Once at the hotel, Uncle Mark insisted that we put almost everything in his room, because he didn’t trust that they’d be safe in the car. 

    Ricky and I carried the bones and artifacts in their boxes and put them on the second bed in the room. The thought of sleeping in the same room with a bunch of bones made me shiver.

    Ricky looked at me and said, “You too?”

    “Yeah, who would want to sleep in the same room with that?”

    “Not me. After what happened last time, you couldn't pay me enough to sleep in this room.”

    I stole a look at her as her attention turned back to the boxes and undoubtedly back to that night on the mound. She crossed her arms under her breasts and shivered as well. At least she felt that much of a common connection with me. She had been somewhat prickly all day, so I relished the cease-fire. She left for another load.

    I tarried and opened up the box containing “my” skull, the first one I had unearthed. I reached in to pick up the broken remains. The moment I touched it anger surged through me again. 

    I dropped it on the bed, and as I stood in my uncle’s room considering the overwhelming sensations the bones gave me, Ricky returned with another load.

    “What’s the matter, Finn? You look like that skull just insulted your mother.”

    I looked up at her in confusion until my brain caught up. Heat rushed into my cheeks. “Oh, uh, no. I just get angry when I think about what happened to this poor guy; he was taken out in the prime of his life and never got to see his only child born.” I didn’t consider what I had just said until I noticed her raised eyebrow. I backpedaled. “Uh, that is, uh, what could have happened? I’ve, uh, got to take a shower. Bye.” I fled with my confusion and embarrassment.

    I chewed on the little scenario I had built around this person’s death until stepping into the shower sent all my other thoughts away. The vigorous hot water beat me clean and left me relaxed enough to go straight to bed. I was eagerly contemplating bed and sleep when, dressed only in a towel, I walked into a room full of my friends chatting with my dad.

    Dave looked at me and grinned. “Mighty Finn! You shouldn’t have gone to such trouble to dress up for us! And no, I still don’t want to see what you have under that towel, no matter how cute the girls say it is.”

    “Fuck you Dave; get a clue” I said, embarrassed that my dad got to hear this exchange. “Only people with a clue get to come tomorrow.”

    “Sorry, Mighty! It’s just that I love you so much right now that I have to resort to sarcasm and innuendo to protect my bursting heart. I’d give you a hug, but I’m afraid you’d lose control and drop the towel!”

    I sighed theatrically. No matter how outrageous Dave got, as usual, I couldn’t get mad at him. He got such obvious delight from my reaction that it would be like kicking a puppy if I came down on him. Besides, I suspected my harping on him wouldn’t impact him in the slightest.

    I grabbed my PJ’s and ducked back into the bathroom to change. When I came out again, everyone was examining a couple of the artifacts my dad and I had brought to our room.

    I did a quick head count. “Hey, guys, where are Jeff and Jim?”

    It turned out that, at the last moment, Jeff’s mom had changed her mind and not let him come so close to finals. Jim had bowed out for the same reason. Jeff had been devastated, but his mom wouldn’t budge. I suspect that Jim had made the decision himself. He took his grades more seriously than most kids our age. That left Dave, Gregg, and Alan. They’d traveled together and were excited to get started.

    I filled them in on everything that my dad hadn’t. They wanted to see more of the artifacts, so I took them to see Mark.

    My friends oohed and aahed at the creepy display spread out on the second double bed of Mark’s room. The icky oozies wormed over my skin when I thought about sleeping next to them again. I had no idea how he’d manage to sleep with all the bones of hacked-up people in his room. The thought didn’t seem to occur to my friends.

    We had uncovered several larger than normal skeletons and skulls, and Gregg opened the box containing one of the latter. With this one, we had found only the face. The rest of the skull and its jaw were missing.

    Gregg put the half skull on his face. “Brains! I need brains! Send more paramedics.”

    I had touched that particular skull earlier, and I had been filled with intense sadness and despair. Seeing him play with it like that struck me wrong. “Okay Mr. Dave wannabe, put it down! Have some respect for the dead.”

    Dave answered for Gregg. “Gregg, if you want to be me, then now you say, 'Why? I wouldn't have respected him when he was alive either'.” Gregg put it back down before I could get any more upset.

    After that, I fought off sleep while they looked at the rest of the artifacts, but exhaustion finally forced me to admit defeat.

    “I'm beat guys, I'm off to wonderland.”

    Uncle Mark agreed. “Me too guys, time to get some sleep. We're going to be out at the mound at six o’clock tomorrow, and I need you bright, fresh, and eager.”

    Dave's saucer-sized eyes caught my attention. I laughed at him and poked him in the ribs. “Whatsamatter Davey boy? Can't wait that long?”

    “Six o'clock! That just ain't right!”

    “Well if tomorrow is anything like today, come noon, you will be wishing we'd started at five.”

    We filed out and headed down the hall to our respective rooms. Dave turned to me and said, “So, when are we going out to the mound to blow that whistle to see if you turn into a bear?”

    I wanted to lie and say I hadn’t brought it with me, but they could see it hanging around my neck, so I gave them a different fib. “Uh, I don’t know, Dave. I think I was just hallucinating or something about the ghost.”

    “Come on, Mighty, you can’t just chicken out of this. We gotta try it!”

    “I’ll think about it,” I lied again.

    When I crashed that night, the bear was waiting for me. Annoyance sparked through me. “Yeah, yeah, I'm working on it! Now, go away and let me sleep.” Maybe it worked, because I don't remember any other dreams.

    


Devil’s Mound 

    In a minor miracle, we arrived at the mound around six fifteen the next morning. Jim was the only morning person amongst the teens, and I wouldn't have bet a bent nickel that we would get Dave there before ten.

    There was some discussion as to the path we would take in the excavation. We could either work on the remaining mound, or concentrate on the center first. My adamant vote was for the latter. Happily, everyone else seemed to feel the same way. We all really wanted to see what was in that center.

    Mark gave us all a short lecture on artifact hunting and then we split up and went to work. I wanted to concentrate on the center of the mound. Something important was there. Happily for me, Ricky headed for the center as well. We worked side by side for a while, and I split my attention between the digging and Ricky’s loose tee shirt. I couldn’t help myself. I tried to stop, really I did, but my eyes were being controlled by my libido that day.

    Most of the others finished cleaning up the mess from the excavator and recovered several bones, beads, arrowheads, and bone fragments before they started in on the remains of the hill. All too quickly, the cool of the morning retreated from the onslaught of the sun through the cloud cover and once again, I was digging through mud caused by the sweat dripping off my head.

    A short while later everyone sat in a circle on the ground away from the dig, eating sandwiches, drinking water, and pop. My dad would only hand out the pop after we had drunk a full bottle of water. Everyone was tired from the morning’s work, so there wasn’t much talking. Dave spent the whole time staring in awe at the piece of mica he had found. Carved in the shape of a frog, it was exquisitely beautiful. 

    Sandwich in hand, munching contentedly, I wandered over to the remains we had found. Idly, I reached down and picked up a piece of a skull. Instantly, intense and paralyzing fear hit me. I opened my mouth to scream, but nothing came out. After what seemed a protracted battle, I managed to drop the piece, and the fear faded away like a bad dream. What the hell is happening to me? If I were a dung beetle, I would be in heaven because shit kept rolling my way. Could I really be losing it? 

    I turned around to say something, but everyone was focused on the car pulling up next to ours.

    Uncle Mark walked out to meet the two people who stepped out of the car. From my position, I couldn’t see them clearly, but they looked rather swarthy. Both wore their long dark hair tied back in a tail—Shawnee or some other Native American tribe, at a guess. One man stood stooped with age while the other walked straight and stiff.

    They had a conversation with my uncle, which involved a lot of gesticulating and pointing. I could only hear their voices sounding angry and emphatic, but couldn’t make out what they discussed.

    Mark finally shook his head and turned back to us. At that point, the younger man ran up, grabbed my uncle by the shoulder, and jerked him around. My uncle spun in place and did something to him. I didn’t see exactly what Mark did, but the younger man went down. Mark said something to him and then again turned back to us. Yup, my uncle had a thing about being threatened all right.

    “Holy crap!” said Gregg. “Did you see that? And here I skeened you had tips, Finn! Now I know where you got them. Must run in the family. Is it just your uncle, or does your dad kick butt like that, too?”

    “Just my uncle, I think.” Then I added, “And, Uncle Mark isn’t actually my blood uncle. I just call him that because he’s been a friend of my dad’s since their college days.”

    “Oh, well, too bad for you.”

    When Mark got within talking distance, my dad said, “What was that about?”

    “Bad news, I’m afraid. It seems like our time has run out. Mr. Hatzer died this morning, and those gentlemen took the opportunity to convince his son to stop the dig.”

    “So, what was with the fisticuffs?” asked my dad as I digested the terrible news.

    “Oh, I told him that I would stop when he got me either a notarized letter from Mr. Hatzer’s son, or he came out himself. Apparently, the son lives in California, and he won’t be arriving here for a couple of days. They told me I had to stop now, but I ended the conversation before the kid was really ready for it to be over. He was trying to make his displeasure known physically, so I put him down.” Uncle Mark said all this in a matter-of-fact manner.

    My dad frowned at Mark in an entirely non matter-of-fact manner. “I’m not sure we shouldn’t just stop, Mark. We talked about this earlier.”

    “You mean about getting experts out here to help?” 

    My dad nodded. 

    “Well, what those yahoos want is to stop the dig completely, rebury everything we’ve found, and then leave it alone.”

    When I heard this, I panicked. “What? No, we can't do that. We have to finish this! We can't just leave!”

    My dad and Uncle gave me the hairy eyeball. I was too panicked to blush. “We have to stay.”

    “Relax Finn,” said my Uncle. “I’ve spent a lot of time and money on this. I’ll be damned if I stop without seeing what is in that central area.”

    Relief washed over me, and I relaxed.

    Ironically, it turned out later that he actually got that last part about being damned if he stopped exactly backward, but speaking for my friends and me, we felt the same way. Stopping before discovering what was under the rocks would be a crime. And nearly impossible for me.

    Given our new indeterminate deadline, I urged Uncle Mark to move the rocks with the excavator instead of taking the time to move them by hand. To my glee, he agreed. Within an hour or so, my dad had dug out a sizable area of the rock and exposed the black dirt below. We all hopped in and started digging. One particular area drew my attention, so I focused on digging there. As I dug, I frequently found myself pausing and holding my bear whistle. It was almost hot to my touch, and I fancied that it was as eager to get to my goal as I was. In fact, sometimes it seemed like the bear was urging me on and guiding me. It was too monomaniacal to contemplate seriously.

    As I dug deeper, I grew more and more excited and then found the first bone of another exceptionally large skeleton. This one had been interred stretched out on its back. By chance, we had removed the rocks from the area around its torso and head. The skeleton was interesting, but it wasn’t what called to me. I made sure to avoid touching it with my bare hands. Everyone pitched in to clear the bones carefully with hands and picks. 

    I concentrated on the chest cavity where my quarry lay. I was getting close, and it was something seriously cool.

    My quest consumed me, and at first, I didn’t notice what my uncle found. I was concentrating on one spot now, working with my pick and hands, scooping away the dirt, and hit what I thought was another bone. When I started clearing away around it, though, I discovered that it was a polished, craggy, and jet black piece of wood. This was what had been calling to me. I eagerly dug around it and soon revealed what looked like a petrified root or a short piece of black driftwood.

    It was kinked and gnarled and had fissures running down its length. About an inch in diameter at its widest and about six inches long, it tapered to a sharp point on one end. This was what I had been hunting for. Just looking at it, I couldn’t say what the material was, but from its position within the ribs, it seemed pretty obvious what it had been used for. 

    I reached down to pick it up. “Hey, guys, I think I found—”

    Mark’s exclamation of surprise interrupted me before I could add, “the cause of death.”

    “Shit, Jack! Take a look at this!”

    I looked over at what Mark had unearthed about two feet away. The orbital ridge and eye sockets of a huge, deformed skull peeked from the dirt. Several pointed, asymmetrical bone growths sprouted from the ridge of the skull, and one spike was jutting from within one orbital socket where its eye would have been.

    A shock of horror hit me the instant I saw the skull. Suddenly, my dream from the night of my beating came back to me in full Technicolor. My uncle was crouching next to skull of Wendigota. We were disinterring the remains of the demonic creature that had killed so many people. 

    Gregg stood up to see what Mark had uncovered. Seeing him standing there, alive, brought back the memory of his death in my dream. He had worn the form of a cougar when I had watched Wendigota crush his spine and toss him aside like a broken toy. The juxtaposition of the two images paralyzed me.

    A warm vibration pulsing up my arm broke my paralysis. It came from the black piece of wood in my hand. I didn’t remember actually picking it up.

    As soon as I realized what happened, I dropped the stick. Heart of Wendigota or not, sticks don’t vibrant and pulse in your hands. The second it left my hand, I felt naked and vulnerable, and the fear of the skull came back twofold. I picked the stick up again, and this time the pulsing warmth spread throughout my body in a few. It actually felt good. 

    Like the bear whistle, this seemed to come with its own song. Its voice had similarities to Bear’s, but its rhythm beat slower, deeper, and stronger than Bear’s. The songs of the two artifacts were not meant to be played together. They were both powerful and compelling, but together they were like orange juice and toothpaste, or perhaps listening to The Squags and the Carmina Burana at the same time.

    Everyone else converged on Mark and paid no attention to me as I knelt mesmerized by the black artifact. I held out for a time, but the clash of the two totems became too big for my brain, so I dropped the stick into my pocket, and the jangling, buzzing sensation faded away like an echo.

    When my mind cleared, I became aware of the exclamations of my friends. I pushed myself up from the ground and hesitantly angled around the others to get a view of the skull again. Just seeing it made my stomach lurch so hard, I nearly vomited fear.

    Everyone else seemed disturbed by the grotesque appearance of the skull as well, but just because it was ugly. 

    Ricky summed up the dichotomy of our feelings best when she said, “That certainly wasn’t mama’s little darlin.” I would have described it as, “An unholy, black abomination from the abyss that would devour us all.”

    “Yup, somebody beat that boy with an ugly stick,” said Gregg, verifying that there were no other inhabitants on planet Finn.

    “Hard,” added Dave.

    “Elephantiasis?” my dad asked in a more serious tone.

    Mark shrugged. “No idea. I have no clue what elephantiasis really is—not my field. Seems like a good guess, though. We will have to get a doctor to look at it. Whatever happened to him, he was one hurting guy. It looks like that bony growth in the eye socket would have pushed his eye right out.”

    I winced and remembered the bloody socket in my dream. Ouch!

    “Let’s see what the rest of this bad boy looks like.” Mark laid down his pick and reached to pull the skull out of its prison of dirt.

    “No!” I shouted. “Don’t touch it.”

    He stopped. “What’s up, Finn?”

    “I…,” I started to say, but ran out of words. I tried to summon up any sane, reasonable argument for leaving the thing buried, but nothing came. I couldn’t stand the idea of how my uncle and my dad would gawk at me if I told them what I was thinking. Mark’s concerned gaze demanded something from me, so I said, “I just have an awful feeling about that skull. I don’t think you should touch it.”

    He laughed. “It’s spooky looking, I’ll give you that, but it’s well dead, kiddo.” Then, he turned, grabbed the skull, and started working it free with his pick, brush, and fingers.

    After he didn’t disappear in a burst of flame or lose his hand as the thing started eating him, I couldn’t think of anything to say. I watched in fascinated horror as he worked at freeing the skull from the grave that had held it safely immobile for hundreds, perhaps thousands of years.

    Mark finally pulled the skull free. Large enough for an eight-foot-tall man, the huge, twisted, and misshapen skull was grotesque. I could feel the evil of it from where I stood. Several irregular boney spikes grew from the head like a twisted crown of horns accompanied by large bulges of bone appearing randomly all around the skull.

    Mark said to the skull in his hands, “You are one ugly fellow. Into the bag you go. We’ve got a special place for you.” He retreated to the specimen area, placed the skull in a bag, and then put that into a specimen box.

    I tried to relax a little and told myself that in the worst-case scenario, I was insane and suffering from delusions—not faced with something truly evil. The second worst-case scenario was that my dream was real, and only the heart of Wendigota could free the blackness trapped inside the skull, implying that I needed to make sure the two stayed far apart. Upon considering both options, I decided that since they both seemed so unlikely, I merely had an overactive imagination. Yeah, right.

    While Mark put the skull away for safekeeping, my dad said, “Okay, guys. Let’s get the rest of this fellow unburied.”

    Dave trotted about fifteen feet away. “Okay! I’ve got the feet!”

    Gregg snorted at him. “I don’t think he’s quite that big, monkey boy.” 

    With a grin plastered to his face, Dave came back. I wondered if either of them caught the irony of Gregg using the same insult that Erik had at Frankies. Of course, Gregg didn’t mean it as an insult, just a geeky Buckaroo Banzai joke.

    I shuddered at the thought of being near the skeleton any longer and retreated to the clearing with my tingling stick. Everyone else dug in to free the rest of the skeleton from its earthly prison. 

    A couple of things soon became clear, even from where I stood. The head lay well separated from the shoulders, and the rest of the body had been as proportionately large as the skull. From the shape of his spine and shoulder blades, this fellow’s back had hunched his head forward. Like everything else, the large rib cage had growths and spikes covering their distorted shapes. The vision from my dream of this distorted monster tearing Gregg in two filled my mind and refused to go away.

    I couldn’t stop the sensation of dread as I replayed the creature’s fury and its unnatural vitality. I carried a clear memory of shaman Jeff and his warnings before the battle had started. The black heart of Wendigota was powerful and dangerous and could be used to free the black spirit of Wendigota from its prison.

    I often go over this moment in my mind. I tell myself that there truly hadn’t been anything I could have said to stop them, but deep down, part of me still doesn’t believe that.

    Instead of just standing and watching, I went over to the cooler and got a bottle of water, then sat down and examined the stick. The thicker end had been whittled or ground down on two sides, flattening it slightly. Two notches marked the sides near the base, making it resemble a spearhead. This had been fashioned for attachment to a spear or some other weapon. I had difficulty reconciling this as the black, beating heart I’d held in my dream hands.

    Of course, I based all this speculation on a dream I had while sitting unconscious and battered in a tree. The parallels between what we had found and what the dream had shown me were terrifying, but a dream couldn’t be trusted too far could it? How much could I rely on it to be accurate? I couldn’t bring myself to part with the stick based upon some silly dream.

    I reclined in the shade, watching Mark take some of the ribs to the trunk of his car as well. He put them in a box with a bunch of foam packing and came back, smiling and brushing the dirt off his hands and clothes. My heart was heavy as I realized nothing I could do would convince him to leave the skull here. I couldn’t put the heart back, either. If it really did have the power to release a monster on the world, then I couldn’t allow someone else to find it or use it.

    Mark noted my long face and started to say something, but at that moment, a police car pulled up behind his. Mark heard the vehicle and turned to see it come to a stop. He cursed to himself as a sheriff got out. The sheriff stood, adjusted his gun-tool belt-what’s-it, and called out to my uncle.

    Mark put on his “talk to the nice bureaucrat” face and went to shake the sheriff’s hand. The younger man from Mark’s previous altercation got out of the car next, sporting a blossoming shiner visible from thirty feet away.

    The three of them stood together and talked for a while. My uncle stood impassively while the younger man gesticulated wildly and shouted. I couldn’t hear much, but it became obvious that the news was not good when Uncle Mark shook his head and walked back toward the dig. He strode past me with the sheriff and his unhappy sidekick in tow. I got up and followed them so I could listen in on the conversation.

    He showed them the excavation and pointed out the misshapen bones of the body.

    “We just unearthed this, this morning. Have you ever seen anything like it? We cannot let this be buried again. This is a one-of-a-kind find! The knowledge we could gain from this poor man is priceless.”

    The sheriff peered at the corpse through squinted eyes. “I’d have to agree that’s one ugly sum’bitch. Unfortunately, I’m not one of you eggheads. I’m just the sheriff, and the legal owner of this property has asked me to stop you from disturbing this here grave, and make sure you return everything you’ve taken.”

    “That is not going to happen, officer.”

    The sheriff’s squint narrowed into a dangerous glare. “What makes you think so? Are you looking for trouble?”

    “No, but I have a contract from the previous owner allowing me to excavate this site and keep anything I find. In fact, it requires me to remove every artifact I uncover. He wanted this gone as soon as humanly possible.”

    “Is that a fact? Well, I’m inclined to think that contract isn't much good anymore, seeing how it’s with a dead man, and the new owner doesn't share his dad’s feelings.”

    With a sigh, Mark relented. “Okay, we’ll wrap it up, and we won’t take anything more that we haven’t uncovered.”

    The younger man spoke up. “No! Everything here is sacred to my people. These belong to the Shawnee.”

    “This mound predates the Shawnee. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Shawnee killed these people’s descendants when they overran the area.”

    Mark sure knows how to get on people’s good sides…

    “You are a liar and a thief!” The young man whirled back toward the sheriff, his ponytail flying behind him. “I demand that everything taken from here be returned to its rightful place! These grave robbers are dangerous criminals and should be thrown in jail!”

    The sheriff reacted to this outburst with distaste, “Tone it down, Dennis. Pretty sure that mouth is what got you that shiner in the first place. I’ll handle this. Mr. Samson, I’m not in a position where I can decide on the law in this matter. Since Mr. Hatzer passed away early this morning, I’m thinking there is enough question on who is right that I need to get the lawyers involved. What I’ll do, is carefully take up what you have collected today, and bring it down to our evidence locker. It’s a nice, safe place, and everything’ll be cataloged and checked in. Then, if you can convince a judge that your claim is valid, you can have it back—no harm, no foul.”

    Noting my uncle’s obvious anger, he added, “Best I can do. If you have a problem with it, then take it to the judge.”

    Uncle Mark’s hands, which had been clenched at his sides, relaxed as he realized that he couldn’t change the sheriff’s mind. He told me later that there is no use in annoying the functionaries and bureaucrats, because they could make life miserable. You wanted them to be as much on your side as possible.

    “Okay, everyone,” he said. “We’re done here. Pack it up!”

    The peanut gallery that had grown around us groaned in frustration, but I was seriously relieved, the knot in my gut started to unwind. We were going to get rid of that skull and skeleton. 

    The sheriff had my uncle lead him to the specimen area along with Dennis. After I had shoved the stick surreptitiously into the waistband of my pants and covered it with my shirt, I followed. 

    Mark gestured to the pile of bones and artifacts. “Here is what we uncovered today, Sheriff.” 

    The sheriff eyed it, though he kept his distance and hooked his thumbs in his belt loops. “All of this came from that little hill?”

    “Yes sir, we found more yesterday.”

    Dennis whipped his hand toward the skeleton’s missing head. “Where is the skull of the skeleton you uncovered today?” 

    Uncle Mark turned to him with eyes wide and guileless. “That's part of the mystery. We've uncovered several sets of bones without matching skulls. We're hoping that we could take this mystery to the archeology department at the university and see if they could make any sense of it.”

    I had to stop myself from telling the Sheriff exactly where the skull was.

    Dennis scowled. “You’re lying!”

    Mark looked back at him with narrowed, flashing eyes. “Stuff it in your peyote pipe, you poisoning little twit!”

    Dennis started another angry retort, but the sheriff caught on quicker than his general attitude led me to believe. 

    He stepped in and said to my uncle, “Are you accusing him of being the one who spiked your water?”

    Apparently, the sheriff knew about the incident with the drugging earlier that week. 

    Dennis started an angry denial, but my uncle cut him off. 

    “I recognize you now. You were on my crew two days ago. Sheriff, I want you to take this man into custody on suspicion of possession of narcotics and using it on unsuspecting people.”

    The sheriff gave the sputtering Dennis a nasty scowl. “Shut it, Dennis. I’m going to be asking your dad real nice if I can search your room, and if I find anything there, it’ll not go well for you.” 

    Dennis turned pale and shut up. 

    The sheriff turned to Mark. “Now, can you be real nice and put everything you found in my car? I don’t want anything getting damaged.” 

    Mark agreed as graciously as possible. Like good little citizens, we loaded up the vehicle, but Dennis still had one more protest in him. 

    “Sheriff, you can’t believe that story about the skull being missing! You have to check their cars and trunks!”

    The sheriff merely glared at Dennis, who shut up, showing that he wasn’t entirely devoid of common sense.

    Mark and the sheriff exchanged cards and a receipt, and then the sheriff asked us to collect our things and leave. We took our time, but it didn’t take long to have everything collected and back in the cars. 

    Discouraged by this turn of events, but not crushed, we arrived back at the hotel, and gathered in Mark’s room to compare notes.

    Dave and Gregg had a couple of arrowheads, and Alan had absentmindedly pocketed a finger or toe bone. Ricky had stuffed about a dozen of the freshwater pearls we had found in her pockets and seemed quite happy about it. In fact, she was quite cheerful at the thought that she’d have her Sunday free. Me? I had my stick, but I had serious misgivings about Uncle Mark taking Wendigota’s skull. 

    Mark thanked us all and offered us our pick of the lesser artifacts from the day before. Between the pearls, bones, flints, and a more standard effigy pipe made of pipestone, everyone grabbed something, and then we broke to our separate rooms. I took my stick into the bathroom, cleaned it off, and then hopped into the shower.

    The shower felt glorious and too short by half. I had to get out to let my dad have his turn. While searching my bags for clean clothes, someone knocked at the door. I loosely wrapped myself with the towel and had to hold it in place, because it was too short to tuck into itself. I opened the door. 

    Ricky smiled at me, more of a smirk really. “Hiya, mud-boy!”

    I turned bright red as I backed away to let her into the room. She must have found my color amusing, because her smile slipped from the smirk into the full, beautiful smile that had originally blown me away. 

    “Gee, thanks,” I managed as she walked in.

    “I’m sorry, Finn, couldn’t resist. I just came to say goodbye to you and your dad.”

    Disappointment shot through me. “You’re not staying for dinner?”

    “Nope, I’m heading home. I want to sleep in my own bed and see my boyfriend.”

    “Oh.” Crushed for no reasonable reason, I backed away. It wasn’t as if anything had happened between us. “Well, drive carefully. I hope we’ll see you again sometime.”

    “Maybe. I’m working for your uncle, so you never know.” She stood in the middle of the room and looked around. “Where's your dad? Is he in the shower?”

    “Yep.”

    “Oh, well, tell him I’m sorry I missed him, and that I enjoyed working with him.”

    I bobbed my head. “I will.”

    Her wide smile came back. “Oh, I’ve got something for you.”

    Intrigued that she had thought of me, I asked, “Really? What is it?”

    She reached into her pocket and removed a bulge that I hadn’t noticed. “Here!” She tossed it right at my chest. 

    Of course, I caught it. Of course, I also dropped my towel to do it.

    She leered with delight at my free show. “Given how much time you spent looking at my breasts all day, I figured you’d never seen a pair, so I got you that.”

    I panicked and crossed my arms and legs over my all-over.

    She strode past me to the door as I dove for my towel. 

    Though I didn’t see her face, I imagined her smile as she said, “Don’t worry. Me, I’ve seen plenty of those before. Bye, Finn! Say goodbye to your dad for me. Thanks for the show!” 

    By this time, I had re-wrapped myself and popped up to see her closing the door behind her. 

    I collapsed in embarrassment on my bed and then remembered her gift, still clutched in my hand. A small female fertility statue stared back at me, the kind with the massive pendulous breasts and large hips. 

    “Ha! Ha!” I called after her sarcastically, even though I knew she wouldn’t hear me. 

    I looked at it again and knew I was truly pathetic when I found its exaggerated features intriguing. Abandoning that line of thought, I put it on the dresser while I wondered where she had come up with the figurine.

    Thankfully, some time passed before my dad finished with his shower giving me time to dress and compose myself. 

    When he came out, he asked, “I thought I heard someone come in.”

    “Yeah, it was Ricky. She was heading home and just wanted to say goodbye.”

    “Oh, okay. She seems like a nice young woman.”

    I nodded, perhaps a little unenthusiastically. “Yeah, I guess so.”

    That evening, we chatted over pizza, Dr. Pepper, and beer for quite a while, swapping stories and musing on whether Mr. Hatzer had come to a nefarious end or died of natural causes with bad timing. Uncle Mark seemed to prefer the former and my dad the latter. I agreed with Uncle Mark, though why the excavation of a small burial mound would be worth such drastic measures escaped us all.

    After dinner and without the adults, I talked with my friends in the lounge of the hotel.

    “Okay Finn,” said Alan, “This is our last chance to go back to the mound at night. Let's do it.”

    Gregg and Dave nodded their agreement.

    “Sorry guys, but that Indian guy is going to be camped out there overnight to make sure we don't desecrate the site any further.”

    “Crap,” said Gregg. “You're right.” 

    I stood up from the comfy chair, stretched, and yawned. “I don't know about you, but I'm exhausted. I'm going to bed.”

    Dave said, “Wimp” as I turned and walked away.

    I hurried to my room and from there straight to bed. There, I pulled the stick out from under the pillow. It felt like seeing an old friend or perhaps being happily greeted at the door by your dog. I flopped onto the bed and studied its gnarled, curved shape and felt the soundless beat accompanying it. I couldn’t remember ever seeing anything so cool. Unfortunately, the disharmony between the bear and the stick kept jarring my nerves. I reluctantly pulled the bear off my neck and put it beside me on the mattress. Once I did that, there was nothing but the mesmerizing beat of the heart. 

    My dad came in and saw me playing with the stick. “What do you have there?”

    I played for nonchalant. “Oh, it’s just a cool stick I found at the site.”

    “Odd looking stick.”

    “Yeah, that’s why I picked it up.”

    “Can I see it?” 

    I swallowed my familiar knee-jerk “no!” and handed it over to him. “Sure.”

    He lifted the stick to his face and examined it through his round glasses. “Wow, this is a beautiful piece. It looks like you found yourself another artifact. Look where it’s been worked at its base. It’s warm, too. I’ve never seen anything like it. Where did you find it?”

    Fear of losing it made my palms sweaty, and when I spoke, I stumbled over the words. “Uh, n-near the big skeleton.”

    My dad hesitated for what seemed a long couple of seconds before handing it back. “Here you go. I think that’s one of the most unusual artifacts I’ve ever seen.”

    “Me, too.”

    “We should take it to the archeology department and see what they make of it.”

    Fear of losing this stick shot through me, but I managed to nod without appearing too nervous or upset by the idea.

    My dad tore his eyes off the stick and headed to the bathroom to start getting ready for bed. I slipped on my PJ’s, propped myself up with the overstuffed hotel pillows, and turned the stick over in my hands. I couldn’t stop thinking about my dream of Wendigota and the reality of the skull. My dad came out, picked up a book, and sat on his bed. Instead of lying down and reading, he turned to me. Without his glasses to defuse it, his gaze was intense.

    He misinterpreted my frown and said, “Hey, Finn, I’m sorry the dig got canceled. That was tough for all of us.”

    While I studied the stick, I said, “Dad?” I stopped. I didn’t know how to tell him about my dream or my fears. 

    He waited patiently for me to continue. 

    “Dad, I’ve got a really awful feeling about that skull…”

    “It is very disturbing. I’ve never seen anything quite like that, either.”

    “Dad, I think Mark shouldn’t keep it in his room. I think maybe we should…” 

    I didn’t actually know what I thought we should do. We couldn’t rebury it, and there was no way we could get it away from Mark. 

    “Something is seriously bad about that entire skeleton. That thing freaked me out.”

    Supernatural explanations probably never even crossed his mind. “I can see that. Imagining what that man must have lived through and looked like is pretty upsetting.”

    A wave of fatigue passed through me. No way could I get him to understand, let alone share my fears, so I didn’t try to clarify my feelings. I just nodded, turned off the light over my bed, and lay back.

    “This is probably a blessing in disguise,” he added. “This will give you most of Sunday to study for your finals. Also, your mom will be happy to have us back.”

    The memory of what awaited me on Monday flew back from the dark recesses of my mind and whacked me upside the head. I so didn’t want to face a bunch of school bureaucrats on Monday morning, and my upcoming finals were just the icing on that particular turd cake.

    That night, I held the black stick and felt, more than heard, its pulsing rhythm. It reminded me of complex multi-tonal African drums, but strangely, I knew this rhythm. There was a random element so I couldn't quite predict it, but each beat felt obvious and right when it came.

    If someone followed me around playing drums like this all day, it would drive me crazy, but you know how it is when you are the one making the annoying noise or drumming your pencils on the edge of the desk; it doesn't bother you? This rhythm felt that way.

    It carried me off into sleep like a mother's lullaby.

     

    


Waiting for Justice

    Sunday morning was brutal. My dad got me up early, and without the call of the dig, I had nothing to help get me out of bed but a three-hour drive. Yuk. I’d inherited my Uncle’s impatience with car travel. (DNA not required.)

    Through threats and cajolery, my dad got me moving, and we ran into Mark in the dining area. We sat down with him, and he and my father talked while I sat eating my frosted flakes like a zombie. 

    When we were about done, my dad said, “Mark, do you need some help packing everything up into your car?”

    “Nope, already done. I was too excited to sleep-in this morning so I made myself busy instead.”

    My dad grinned. “Pretty exciting stuff—even if we were cut a little short. What are you going to do with all that?”

    “Well, I’m taking several items to my store and loaning the rest to some real archeological types I’ve been consulting on this.”

    “Good, they can’t get an opportunity like this very often.”

    “Yes, even though it was a serious travesty of a dig, I think we've got enough video and still footage to assuage them a little bit. My friend Fred almost had a stroke when he heard what happened with that excavator.”

    My dad nodded. “That I can empathize with.”

    “That reminds me. Finn? … Earth to Finn.”

    My name finally registered, and I looked up at my uncle trying to parse the previous conversation sitting in my short-term memory, which would have been lost without his interruption.

    “Since I’m taking a lot of this in, can I borrow your bear and let them play with it for a while?”

    A couple of thoughts made me shudder. The first was the image of a researcher playing a certain tune, turning into a ten-foot bear and eating his grad students. The second was the thought of me being without the bear.

    “Are you in there Finn?”

    I realized I had just been staring blankly at Mark. I shook myself. “Oh, yeah sorry. I’m just tired.”

    “So, can I borrow it kiddo?”

    I paused to think about it and tried to view it rationally. No one was going to turn into a bear. On top of that, I realized that as much as I had grown accustomed to and treasured its presence, I didn’t need it like I had. I now had the stick, and it made the loss of the bear seem far less important. The bear’s job of showing me the heart was done. I had no idea where that idea had come from, but it seemed true. Besides, from my odd point of view, I was trading up.

    “Um, sure.” I fished my hand into my pocket and pulled out the bear. My uncle’s eyebrows went up when he saw where I had been keeping it.

    “I, er, was planning on giving it to you…  I’m glad you said something or I would have forgotten.”

    Mark grinned. “Yeah, sure.” He took the bear in his hand. It looked smaller when he held it because his hands were so much bigger than mine. He tossed it a few inches in the air, caught it, and pocketed it. “Thanks kiddo. I’ll get it back to you as soon as they’re done with it.”

    We said our goodbyes to Mark and I took the childish pleasure of pounding on Dave’s door till he dragged his ass out of bed and opened it. I smiled at him. “Bye Dave!”

    He just stared at me and then shut the door in my face. I marked it as a victory and headed for the car and the tedious three-hour drive home. 

    ***

    After we arrived, I said, “Hi,” to my mom and went upstairs, closed the door, and sat on my bed with my back against the wall. I laid still and let the silence suck the noise from my head. I cast about for something to take my mind off the mayhem the mound had created in my orderly cause-and-effect physics-based reality. Of course, my search first reeled in my impending trial, which made me feel worse, so I recast and caught the memory of my dryad dreams. Now that was a keeper!

    I lost myself in thoughts of her and eventually fancied I could actually feel the fond attention of my dryad. For some time, I soaked in my dream memories and watched the shadow leaves of my oak tree dance on the sunlit floor. It seemed they were dancing to the rhythm running through my head.

    I could have sat there all day resting in limbo, but some internal timer went off. Shaking off the spell cast by the quiet peace I had found, I climbed off my bed and went to my desk to start my exciting afternoon of studying. As soon as I kick-started my brain, it revved up and ran off on its own.

    Erik and my trial on Monday were the first destination. Not a happy place. As I considered facing the board, my heart ran fast, my hands started to sweat, and my mind churned with worst-case scenarios. Battleaxe Kramer would take her revenge against me and have me thrown me out for good. If that happens, how am I ever going to get into a collage? It isn’t fair. I get beaten up, and they throw me out of school? Erik was the crazy maniac, not me. Damn it, I should just leave, save everyone the trouble. Go off on my own…

    My internal watcher, the voice that burst my bubbles, mocked my stupidity, and generally chastised my ego said, Don’t be a juvenile drama queen. It’s embarrassing. 

    I tried to follow my advice, shook off the pity party, and tried to bring my wayward attention back to French. I took a deep breath. Okay, the past participle of avoir is… Damn, that skull was hideous and scary. Uncle Mark could be its first victim. I should warn him. 

    That got the watcher going again. Don’t be an idiot! Demons and monsters are only fantasy.

    Oh, yeah? I replied to myself. People don’t have dryads living in their trees who heal them overnight, either!

    Oh… right… hmmm… Well, there’s nothing you can do about that, but if you fail French, you’re going to be spending another semester in high school! Get it together, Finn. Avoiding another semester in that pit is more important than life and death.

    Am I strange because I can have conversations with myself? I’ve never felt brave enough to ask anyone else if they do it. I just hope they do. Anyway, I achieved partial success in scaring my focus back to French for a short while, and then somewhere between conjugating prendre and mettre, I found myself blankly staring at the black stick rolling around between my fingers. I had unknowingly picked it up.

    My inner watcher kicked in yet again. Get a grip, Finn! Put the stick down and leave it alone. 

    But, it feels so good! I love the weight of it, the look of it, and the feel of it.

    Perhaps you should clasp it to your chest with both hands and start cackling, “My Precious! Yessss!”

    That made me smile as I realized how melodramatic I had been. I got another string and tied it to the base of the stick, using the notches to hold it in place. When I finished, I looped the string over my head and dropped the stick under my shirt, where it rested against my chest—a warm and comforting presence. 

    After that, I tried working on some calculus to no better results. Finally, I jumped up,  unable to be inside one more minute. So, I went out to mow the lawn. I absolutely hate mowing the lawn, so that should tell you a little bit about my state of mind.

    I was stuck with it as one of my “contributions” to the family, so I tried to make the chore something interesting. I didn't merely mow the grass; I “sacrificed” it to Phred, the god of lawns, and a long-term, multi-year, project of mine. As I mowed, I’d chant under my breath: 

     

    Hail mighty Phred, accept this sweat and grass. 

    Banish weeds and rot so I get a weekend pass.

     

    Back then, my thoughts existed only in my brain, blissfully isolated and safe. Indeed, back then if someone thought that wishing or believing something could cause it to happen, they were either religious or wacko. 

    For me, my little game became sort of a moving meditation. This time, I fit the words to the rhythm running through my head. The beat had changed, but it seemed a continuation of the same song. Between the mantra and the tune, I actually got my mind off just about everything else and regained some composure and focus by the time I finished. I love meditation. I’ve been big into it ever since my dad taught me how to banish my night terrors through meditation and guided visualization.

    I returned to my room ready to study, and had just dived into my calculus when my mom called, “Finn, dinner!” I was doomed.

    Sunday night after dinner, I lost my groove and attempted to push myself through my homework. I gave up and went to bed after a short while. It took a long time to fall asleep. Anxiety about Monday kept me awake until late. What was I going to do when they tossed me out of school? Would I ever be able to get to college? What would I do instead? Work at Mighty Burger? Maybe I could beg Uncle Mark for a job...

    I woke up Monday morning a changed man. My dreams that night hadn’t been at all what I’d expected. Instead of running screaming from demons, bears, principles, or Erik Parmely, I spent the night in the arms of my dryad. 

    In my dream, a song came from outside my window. Lovely and compelling, the music picked me up and carried me to my window. I opened up the pane and the warm night air flowed inside, bringing the scent of spring—new green, growing things. At the base of the branch, my dryad sat nude, smiling coyly at me. In the light of day, I couldn’t tell you how she could be nude and coy, but she pulled it off.

    I climbed out on the branch and shimmied over to her, and spent the rest of the night petting and cooing and exploring. The longer I stayed with her, the more real and intense the dream became. When I awoke, the dream burned in my mind instead of fading away. It stayed with me as I showered and got ready for the day, and I even headed downstairs singing.

    “You seem awfully chipper this morning,” observed my mom as I bounced into the kitchen. 

    “Sure! Why not? It’s a beautiful day; school is almost out. What’s not to be happy about?”

    “Beautiful day? It’s dreary and wet, and last night you went to bed like a man heading off to the gallows.”

    I looked out the kitchen window for the first time that morning. Nature had called up an Ohio special—a drizzly, dull gray day. 

    “Er, yeah, well, no use in worrying about what you can’t control, is there? Besides, the weather suits my mood,” I offered. 

    Both my parents jumped into the car with me as we went to talk to the school board. I was relieved to have both of them with me, regardless of what that might say about me. As we came closer to school, the angst of the night before replaced my earlier exuberance. I never got into trouble at school. The whole idea seriously freaked me out. I wasn’t a straight-A student, but I had always kept my nose clean. My little tiff with the Battleaxe was about as serious as I ever pushed. It mattered what people thought of me—I wanted to be the good guy. 

    As soon as I walked into the school flanked by my parents, embarrassment turned my ears bright red. I fancied that everyone we passed snickered at little Finny. 

    Ah, Teen Angst, how I do not miss thee.

    We walked to the principal’s office, and the scary receptionist ushered us into the meeting room. I didn't really consider whom I’d be facing, but it was a mixed bag. The receptionist introduced us to Principal Hayman, two people I didn’t know, Mr. Schneider, and Ms. Kramer. My blood ran cold when I saw that she’d actually be one of the judges. 

    Why me, God? I try to be good. Really I do! 

    After the introductions, we sat down in plastic chairs facing the board members who sat behind a couple of long folding tables.

    I’d never really had much interaction with Principal Hayman. I liked it that way. He was big, scary and represented punishment. I liked that we never had cause to so much as exchange greetings. I’d never seen the other board members, either. They didn’t make much of an impact on me, because I can’t even describe them while recounting this story. I guess they faded into unimportance compared to the salvation and doom I perceived in Schneider and Kramer.

    Principal Hayman got right down to business. “Mr. and Mrs. Morgenstern, Finn, thank you for meeting with us today. I want to let you know that we were constrained by school policy to suspend Finn until we could convene a disciplinary board hearing. It does not speak to his guilt or innocence in the incident we’re going to talk about today—the alleged attack that took place last Wednesday off school grounds. 

    “Let me emphasize that this is a hearing. It is not a trial, and we try to be as informal as possible while getting to the truth of the matter. I do need to tell you that we are empowered to make a decision in this matter, and can ban Finn from school if we feel it’s necessary for the safety of our other students. Any decision we reach may be protested, and we can call a full board meeting to consider the matter further. Finn, can you tell us what happened to you on Wednesday evening last week around...” He looked at his notes, “eight o’clock?”

    I took a deep, shaky breath and told them my story, from leaving work to waking up in the tree the next day. I tried to pour sincerity into my voice with every word, but as I talked, I got the sinking feeling that either they didn't believe me or didn't want to be bothered with this. 

    After I finished, the principal scribbled down a few more notes and asked, “Does anyone have any questions for Finn?”

    There was silence in the room while everyone looked anywhere but at me or Hayman, like high school students who had no idea what the teacher was talking about. They didn't even bother to scoff at the shattering bat. My fate had been sealed even before I got there.

    After the questions continued not to come, he addressed us. “Thank you Finn, Mr. and Mrs. Morgenstern, please wait in the front office while we finish discussing the matter.”

    We obeyed and left the room. While dizzy with relief to be out of there, I was also worried sick about what they would conclude.

    After what seemed to be a long wait, but couldn’t have been more than about ten minutes, the receptionist invited us back into the meeting room.

    We sat down. Principal Hayman said, “I won’t draw this out. We feel that Finn is not a threat to any of the students of this school. His behavior and the testimony of his teachers and other students lead us to believe that this issue should be closed with no marks on his record or any sort of suspension, probation, or disciplinary actions.”

    The verdict left me stunned with relief. I came here ready to be led off to the gallows, but instead, I was a free man. You probably get the feeling here that “rebel” is not a great description of me. Cherish that feeling as the absolute truth. 

    Mr. Schneider winked at me. Gratitude flooded me, and I knew this entire decision had been because of his input.

    “Do you have any questions for us before we adjourn?” asked the principal.

    “Yes, I do,” said my dad. “What about Erik Parmely? You all may feel comfortable having my son back in school, but I’m definitely not comfortable having Erik anywhere near Finn. He took a bat to my son. I don’t want to give him the chance to do something worse.”

    “Yes, Mr. Morgenstern, we are aware that Erik is a seriously troubled young man. He has been in several fights since he arrived at our school. He will not be allowed back on the school grounds this semester. That ban will continue until we receive some sort of indication by a counselor that his needs have been met, and he has worked through his anger control issues.”

    “What about the other two boys?”

    “Those boys are under suspension until we can talk to them at more length,” he answered. “Finn, what are your feelings regarding Richard Granger and Chester Keating?”

    “I think they’re both thugs and shouldn’t be allowed in school,” I said, in my best earnest and sincere voice.

    “Without Erik Parmely’s influence, do you feel they would represent a threat to you or the rest of the students in this school?”

    I wanted to say, “Yes, absolutely!” but my annoying sense of fairness kicked in. My response came out grudgingly. “No, probably not. We got along fine before Erik showed up.” Sometimes I hate my sense of fairness.

    Principal Hayman leaned forward with his arms crossed on the table in front of him. “Thank you for that honest observation, Finn. It certainly matches what we have seen, though it’s not an excuse for their behavior. I can tell you that this hearing was a formality. We needed to make sure we followed all school district policies to the letter. I’m sorry for any inconvenience or anxiety this may have caused.” 

    Whoa! The last thing I had expected was an apology from the principal. After that, we stood up, shook hands all around, and left, followed by the board members. When we made it to the hall, I turned and waited for Mr. Schneider. My parents paused with me.

    Ms. Kramer came out first. She paused to cast me a stern look. “Mr. Morgenstern, I expect to see you in class on time tomorrow. Don’t forget, you owe me an essay.”

    I nodded nervously to my teacher. “Yes, Ms. Kramer.” After a curt nod to my parents, she headed down the hall.

    Mr. Schneider emerged from the office with a typical half-grin on his face. “Well, Morgenstern, so much for your burgeoning life of crime.”

    I sometimes wondered if he was secretly related to Dave. I grinned and said, “I just wanted to thank you for being here and helping out in there.”

    “No problem, Morgenstern. It wasn’t just me, though. Mrs. Kramer was just as convinced as I that you were not the type to do something like that.” That took me more by surprise than me being let off. “Really?”

    “Hey, don’t get me wrong. She thinks you stink at composition and don’t appreciate the importance of articulate writing, but she doesn’t think you’re a criminal.”

    “Wow! That’s better than I thought I would get from her!” 

    “You’re a good kid, Morgenstern.” He made a chin chucking gesture, then turned to my parents, and said, “You’ve got a bright one here. As soon as he gets some self-confidence and a little motivation, he’ll be someone who’ll go places.”

    My mom smiled at that. “We know.”

    I blushed. Before we left, a thought occurred to me. “Mr. Schneider! Hey, we were at a dig this weekend down near Serpent Mound, and we found this skull.”

    “That sounds like a lot of fun.”

    “Yeah, it was great. But we found this skull that was all nasty and misshapen. It had these horny growths all over it. One of them was growing out of its eye. Do you have any clue what might have caused that?”

    He tapped his chin, intrigued. “Just from that description, nothing comes to mind. Can you bring me the skull so I can look at it?”

    “No! Er, uh, my uncle has it.”

    “Well, that’s not much to go on. My first thought would be tumors. Could you get me a photo?”

    I turned to my dad. “I’m sure we can do that. We took several pictures of our finds in-situ. I’ll see what Mark has.”

    After that, my parents left for home, and I headed to class. Oh, yippee skippee! I could take my finals. I tried to remember why I thought suspension seemed like such a bad thing.

    When I arrived at the lunchroom for lunch, Gregg, Jim, Dave, and Jeff were sitting at our traditional table in the back. 

    Gregg spoke up first. “Hey Homie! They decided you weren’t the scourge of the school after all!”

    “Yeah, I sure fooled them.”

    Dave couldn’t wait to swallow the bologna sandwich in his mouth so he just talked around it. “Shame on you, picking on smaller guys like that.”

    I grinned back, sat down, and pulled out my PBJ. “I promised I’d keep my temper from now on.”

    Jim asked, “So what happened at the trial?”

    “It was really weird. It seemed like no one really cared or wanted to be there. After I told my side, they basically all said ‘Yep, sounds about right. Go on, get out of here.’”

    Gregg’s face opened up in shock. “Whoa! It sounds like they suddenly got a clue!”

    Dave laughed, “Will the miracles never cease?”

    Jeff pointed a finger in the direction of my chest. “What’s that?”

    I looked down and saw that my stick was sitting outside of my shirt. “Oh, it’s a stick I found at the dig. I thought it was cool so I put it on a necklace.”

    Jeff said, “Hm, well, it looks better on a necklace than that bear whistle.”

    Dave took another bite of sandwich so he could smile and talk with his mouth full. “I don’t know. I kind of like Finn walking around with that bear dangling from a branch like a tree sloth.”

    I scowled at Dave while I formulated a retort, but Jeff derailed it. “Dave was just telling us about the mound, but he’s not particularly articulate, so we need to get the details from you.”

    “Hey!”

    ***

    After all the recent excitement in my life, school continued to be school. It felt almost surreal to be sitting behind desks all day, listening to the same old boring lectures. Not even my Programming or AP Physics classes seemed interesting. Surely, that weekend had been my real life, and sitting behind a desk in a classroom was nothing but a long, dull dream.

    


The Warrior’s Apprentice

    For our lunch period, Alan, Jeff, and I headed to the Grease-Burger. I loved our open-campus policy at school. We went off campus for lunch a couple of times a week. Since I got a whopping ten percent discount at the Grease-Burger for being an employee, I always bought, and then everyone paid me back.

    We walked in the door, and the familiar miasma of greasy goodness greeted us. I headed to the counter to order. Even though I knew it by heart, I took my time studying the menu. Jeff interrupted my perusal when he tugged on my shirt. 

    “Look behind you.”

    I turned and met the gaze of Erik Parmely. He sat at a table with Stib. The mass of bruises on his face looked painful. They had gained in color and size and dwarfed the healthy skin. His eyelid, still swollen, appeared slightly better, but that eye didn’t open as wide as the other when he gaped at me with shock.

    “Oh, shit,” I murmured. 

    Erik stood from the table and came toward us, or more precisely, toward me. The bruises and swelling masked his intentions. I had no desire to stick around and discover them the hard way. 

    I turned and said to my friends, “Come on. Let’s get out of here.” 

    Alan balked. “Can’t we just get something to go? I’m starved.” He was talking to my back as I headed toward the door.

    Just as I opened the door, Erik grabbed my arm from behind. “Morgenstern!”

    I pulled away from his grasp and faced him. “Leave me alone!” I half-yelled, half-pleaded.

    Erik’s eye went wide. If the thought hadn’t been so absurd, I would have said he looked frightened by me. He back away from me. “Jesus, they were right. You don’t have a mark on you. You’re a fucking freak!”

    I suddenly realized what had captured his attention. The bruises on my face had faded quickly, and now nothing but a few yellowish areas remained.

    “How did you do that? What the fuck are you?” he demanded, searching my face for clues.

    “None of your business, Parmely,” said Alan, walking up to my side. His six-plus frame gave him an advantage in the intimidation department. 

    I was seriously grateful for his intervention. 

    “Now, get out of my friend’s face before we call the cops.”

    Rage replaced the fear on Erik’s face, and he took another half step back. He pointed at me. “There is something wrong with you, Morgenstern. You aren’t right, and I’m going to find out what you are!”

    I fled out the door with Alan and Jeff behind me. I almost ran away from the Grease-Burger making my friends jog to catch up.

    Jeff said, “Wow, Finn, he really doesn’t like you.”

    “Ya think?”

    Alan, not one to be distracted from the important things, brought up the immediate problem. “Okay, so now where are we going to find food?” 

    We ended up picking up something nasty from Seven-Eleven. It was farther from school, so we had to eat while walking back. 

    On our way to campus, Alan joked, “I have a suggestion, Finn. Next time you see some kid getting beat up, turn around and walk the other way.”

    “That’s sounding more and more like good advice, Alan.”

    I spent the rest of the school day feeling a bit sick. I wasn’t sure if the nausea came from the “food”—a hotdog and a stale doughnut—or the confrontation with Erik. Probably a combination of the two.

    That afternoon, I called Uncle Mark. “When can we start my self-defense training?” 

    “I’m free after five tomorrow. Can you come by the shop at five thirty?”

    “I’ll be there with bells on.” 

    “Leave the bells at home, Finn. I don’t want to crush them when we train.”

    I spent Tuesday evening trying to catch up on all my class work. It seemed hopeless, because my concentration and focus continued to be MIA. I made little progress, but kept pushing myself. Panic about the end of the semester had become my constant companion so, no matter how many times I closed my books in frustration and decided to sleep, I soon found myself hopping out of bed to try to work on something else.

    I dragged myself out of bed the next morning, feeling as if I had gotten no sleep. I barely caught the bus. Gregg and I sat together.

    “Damn, Finn, you look like you’ve been up all night.”

    I yawned. “Yeah, I have.”

    “What’s eating you now?” 

    “I’ve got a feeling that I’m really going to crash and burn on my grades this semester.”

    He smiled and said in a dry voice, “Can’t imagine why. Take heart, though. Didn’t anyone ever tell you that your last semester grades don’t count for anything?”

    “Nope, didn’t get the memo.”

    “Look, you’ve already sent off your apps for college right?”

    “Yeah, you know I’ve been accepted to OSU.” 

    He already knew because we planned on rooming together. Our parents both brought in reasonable money, but State was a good school and you couldn’t beat the tuition. 

    “There ya go. They’re not going to look at these grades—ever. Unless you flunk out, you’ll be fine.”

    “Except, of course, for my scholarship. If I don’t do well this semester, I won’t get it.”

    That didn’t slow Gregg down more than a beat. “That would suck, Finn, but it’s not earth-shattering. What’s it worth, five grand?”

    I nodded.

    “Look, if you get a job as an engineer, you’ll be making seventy grand per year, right? If you make that kind of money, what’s an extra five in debt?”

    “If I can get a job.”

    He waved that away. “If you don’t get a job, it still won’t make a huge difference. Don’t worry about it, Finn. Either way, it’s not going to change your life significantly.”

    This thought cheered me up. “I never thought about it that way.”

    I kept that conversation in mind all day as I slogged my way through school. It definitely helped. Given my grades to that point in the semester, I didn’t think I would flunk any of my classes if I just showed up for the tests, except for maybe English. That didn’t take into account what my parents would say if I bombed this semester, though, so I wasn’t off the hook. That day, I spent my free periods sleeping and was tempted to do so for lunch, but I was tired, not dead.

    Given my naps during free periods and Physics, I felt a lot better when the final bell rang. Nevertheless, as soon as I got home, I took another nap to be ready for my first self-defense class with my uncle. My alarm went off at four thirty, which would have given me plenty of time to bike over to the rock shop, but I couldn’t shake my exhaustion, and I pushed the snooze button twice. By the time I got up, I begged my mom to drive me. 

    It turned out that she had other plans, so I grabbed my bike and started down the road. Everything was fine until I contemplated taking the shortcut trail through the woods. As soon as the thought crossed my mind, I started shaking. A flashback of being on my back in the woods at the mercy of Erik Parmely hit me. My adrenals pumped me full of jumpy juice, and I started shaking so hard, I had to stop and try to catch my breath. I seriously thought about turning around and heading home.

    Unconsciously, I reached for my necklace under my shirt. The moment my hand closed around the heart, a measure of calm returned. My mind cleared enough that I could think things through a little better. I had to get over this. I had to learn to defend myself so it would never happen again. I got back on my bike and made the best time I could without taking any shortcuts. Even so, I arrived fifteen minutes late.

    I came in the front door of Sampson’s Rocks and Relics, and my uncle stood behind the counter with his attention focused on something laying there. 

    When the doorbell chimed, he lifted his head and growled, “Finn, one thing we have to get clear. If we’re going to work together, if you’re going to be my student, you will respect my time.” His brows furrowed. “What’s wrong?”

    “I’m sorry I’m late, Uncle Mark,” I said, still flushed and a bit shaky. “I had a panic attack on the way over. I had to wait for the shaking to stop before I could get back on my bike.”

    “Was it the attack or something else?”

    “The attack. I thought about taking the shortcut through the woods, and then I couldn’t breathe.”

    “Ah, I see. I guess that isn’t surprising. Tell me exactly what happened when they ambushed you.”

    I hated the idea of reliving it again, but I told him everything as best I could. 

    “So what did you do to attract his attention in the first place?”

    I told him about the encounter in the hall and the one at Frankies. He pumped me for details like everyone except the school board had. 

    When I finished, he said, “Sounds like his father is the one responsible for all this. He’s creating a monster the old-fashioned way. Hopefully, after we get done with you, you won’t get in that situation again without the ability to protect yourself and your friends.” 

    He motioned toward the front of the shop. “Lock the door, flip the sign, drop your gear anywhere, and we will begin.”

    I did as he asked and then preceded him to the back room. As soon as I entered, a feeling of dread hit me. I turned toward the source of the dread, and saw the skull sitting on my uncle’s desk. I shuddered to a halt and Uncle Mark almost ran into me. He said something, which didn’t register, then walked around me and put a hand on my shoulder.

    “Are you okay, Finn?”

    I shook my head to clear it. “Uh, no, I mean, yes. I’m okay.”

    Concerned interest filled his face. “What’s going on?”

    “Nothing, that skull is just creepy.”

    “Your reaction to that skull seems more than 'creepy' would warrant.”

    I had a strong urge to confide in him, but my need for his respect overrode it. Of all the people in my life, I wanted his approval more than anyone else. He was so competent at everything he did. He was strong, assured, and dynamic. In a way, I guess he was kind of my hero. 

    I tried to shrug it off and point out that I was being juvenile before he did. “Don’t worry about me, I’m just being silly.” I tried to walk past the skull, but Mark’s hand on my shoulder prevented me.

    “Finn, I have never met someone as intuitive as you. I’m continually impressed by your ability to zero in on things that have been buried and forgotten. You do yourself a disservice when you toss aside your instincts. You need to understand this and trust yourself more. If something really bothers you about that skull, spend some time examining your feelings before you toss them out.”

    I swallowed hard. I had never received validation like this, and coming from Mark, it meant a lot. “Uncle Mark, I get a really awful feeling from that skull. I think you should put it away someplace safe and leave it there.”

    He didn’t scoff or make me feel silly, just examined me with a serious gaze. “Have you ever heard of psychometry? 

    “Object reading?”

    “Yes, exactly. Don’t tell your father I said this, but I believe that somehow, echoes of past events can be impressed on an object and some individuals can feel those impressions. I met and worked with some people who have that gift. I think you are one of those people, too. The life this man we dug up had, looking like he did, must have been horrendous. He must have been the object of fear and hatred. That sort of existence would leave terrible scars. It wouldn’t surprise me if they created long-lasting impressions.”

    “Do you believe in Evil, Uncle Mark?”

    He smiled and shook his head. “No, not Evil with a capital E. I believe in the human capacity for greed, hatred, and cruelty. I would readily believe that this poor guy was twisted by his life and may have grown into the role of hatred and destruction that, given his looks, people expected from him.”

    He let me reflect on this for a moment before patting my shoulder. “Come on, Finn; let’s get your lesson started. The best way to build confidence in yourself is to start with the physical.”

    He led me out to the open space in the back of the store while I kept chewing on his words.

    “I’m not going to teach you anything except how to defend yourself, and, if necessary, take someone out. I practice Krav Maga for this. It's what you will learn.”

    I’d never heard of Krav Maga and said as much.

    “It is a close in, hand-to-hand style of martial arts that is taught to the Israeli military forces. It’s designed to be fast, direct, and effective. This is not something you will ever use unless you're in a fight with no other way out. There are no ceremonial bows, salutes, or tourney rules—only survival. If someone bows to you in a real fight, use that time to kick him in the head.”

    “Sounds like what I need.” 

    “It is. We will start with the basic block attack.”

    An hour later, I was tired, sweating, and my muscles shook, but I actually felt like I understood the first basic technique. I wasn’t good at it, but it was way better than practicing falling down for the first two lessons. 

    When we finished, my uncle grabbed a white towel from the back room and threw it at me. “Finn, if I am going to teach you, you will take this seriously. If you are going to take this seriously, you need to get yourself into shape. You are a dough-boy right now with no muscle strength or endurance. We are going to work on that. I’m going to give you some basic strength and endurance training workouts. I want you to do them religiously. Without some strength behind your blows, you won’t do any damage, and without endurance, you will simply fail due to exhaustion.”

    Being described as a dough-boy was a step up from what I would have considered myself, but I understood his point. I sat on the ground trying to catch my breath, trying to get the pain in my lungs and the trembling of my muscles under control.

    “I want your commitment to me that you will start running at least four days a week and that you will take up strength training at the gym at least three days a week. You can use machines or free weights; it doesn’t matter which.”

    Physical exercise was something I’d rather have modeled on a computer using differential equations than actually participate in. The thought of having to feel like this regularly was enough to make me decide that this wasn’t for me. I was thinking about how I’d tell my uncle this when he hit me below the belt. 

    He squatted before me in his shorts and tank top, and his lean muscles corded like wires under his skin. 

    “Given your age, this is probably the last opportunity you will have to take control of your body. After your teen years, your body will settle into the pattern it's currently set in. You will go through the rest of your life being out of shape, unable to take everything the world has to throw at you, and afraid of people like Erik Parmely and his pack. You may or may not find yourself facing a situation similar to what you went through last week. However, if you don’t change now, the outcome will always be the same: you will get the shit kicked out of you. Your only option will be to run away and hide. Even then, they will catch you if they try. Keep this in the forefront of your mind when the pain and the exhaustion would turn you away.”

    My jaw dropped in shock. I wanted to vomit when I thought about another attack like the last one. That was when I realized that I’d do anything to avoid being the victim again.

    It seemed like my uncle could see my thoughts. He slapped me in the arm. “Take this as a metaphor for your whole life. Take what you want from the world. When it doesn’t cooperate, kick the shit out of it till it does.”

    This was definitely a different track for my brain train to follow. I’d always considered myself a live-and-let-live kind of guy. Yet, I had to admit that what he said made a great deal of sense right then.

    Uncle Mark stood up from his crouch. “I want you to start your exercise regimen as soon as you can. If you need ideas or help, let me know.”

    I peered up at him and said, “I hope you don’t mind if I wait till after finals. I’m really behind on my studies.”

    He stood over me and studied me. “It’s your life. I’m not going to tell you how to live it, but consider what you might do if you find yourself facing Erik again.”

    Ouch. Motivation came packaged in the form of a short bald ape; who knew?

    After resting for a half hour and bleakly imagining another encounter like the last one, I headed for my bike. 

    Uncle Mark called out to me before I left, “Hey, Finn! Are you still interested in working at the shop for me? I’m going to need some help since I’ll be dealing with all these artifacts we dug up.”

    The presence of the skull at the shop never even entered my mind. “Sure!”

    “Okay. I’ll give you a call later, and we can figure out your hours.”

    The thought of working for my uncle buoyed me up, but I still resolutely stuck to the streets and didn’t take any shortcuts. 

    


Reality Check

    After I made it home, I scarfed down dinner and went back to my schoolwork. I fell asleep at my desk and woke up a few hours later, totally wide-awake. So, I picked up my homework and made a little progress but couldn’t keep it up. Maybe it was time to start my exercise program. I cleared a space on the floor of my room and did five sit-ups and three push-ups before performing a single give-up. 

    By the time I was done, my body trembled with fatigue, but my brain refused to quiet down. I flopped onto my bed and stared at my ceiling for a moment before looking around my room. My eyes hit my dreamstone hanging on my mirror, and I got out of bed and grabbed it. My secret world exploded around me.

    ***

    I was in my private meeting chambers. The walls around me were pure white with silver filigree inlaid throughout. I sat in a large, comfortable white chair, and in front of me, the brogawin Telger, stood on his own chair, wringing his hands. When standing, the brogawin only came up to my knee, and standing on the chair still left his wrinkly brown head substantially below mine.

    I considered Telger a friend and his obvious distress concerned me. Brogawins were excitable by nature, but now Telger talked so fast, I could barely understand what he said. Something about shadows was all I managed to catch.

    I tried to reassure him. “Please be calm, Telger. Take a deep breath and tell me again about these shadows.”

    Telger jumped up and down a few times to bleed off some of his pent-up anxiety and started again, slower this time.

    “Mistress, we have betrayed you! The brogawin have released a terrible plague upon you. A race of unholy creatures made from the dark, who eat the light. They are unstoppable and insatiable.”

    I tried to understand what Telger had implied. “What do you mean? Why would you release a plague upon Naru? We are allies.” 

    Telger wailed and said, “It was Temur Ap Gonwyn, my lady! He has betrayed us all and brought destruction from the hand of Lugh Sha Krenthis.”

    The name Lugh Sha Krenthis focused me more than anything else Telger had said. As I noted before, brogawins, though staunch allies, tended toward hysterics. Lugh Sha Krenthis, as a leader of the Shelakeysis dominion, was another matter all together. He was our bitter enemy, and any attack from his direction could be dire.

    “Can you tell me more about these creatures, Telger?”

    “They are night stalkers and life-eaters. Their hunger can never be assuaged. They will breed and devour until all of Naru is a lifeless husk.”

    ***

    I dropped the dreamstone onto the carpet in a panic. My familiar room surrounded me. Nothing had changed, but the fading echoes of the vision rang through my head. I had never felt anything like that, and it sent me reeling. I collapsed onto my bed and fell back. After a few moments as my mind started to clear, I felt something warm sitting on my chest. It was the heart. It was almost hot, as if it had been sitting in the direct sun. I grabbed it and examined it, looking for answers in its craggy black form. I dropped it back on my chest and stared at the ceiling while, my adrenalin rush dissipated. Its disappearance left me tired and groggy, and I fell asleep trying to understand what had just happened.

    The next morning, I awoke in my clothes, lying on top of my covers. My dreamstone lay on the floor where I had dropped it. I guess it wasn’t a dream, then. I didn’t go anywhere near the crystal.

    After school, Jim was scheduled to come over to my place to study calculus. He was a better mathematician than I, so it was actually more of a one-way exchange of information. 

    He arrived a half-hour after our last class, and we sat down in the cool darkness of my basement at an old kitchen table that we normally used for gaming. We pulled out our calculus study guides and started going through them. After about thirty minutes, I worked up the courage to implement the plan I had hatched over the course of the day.

    “Jim, can I get your help with something other than calculus?”

    He looked up from his work. “Sure. What’s up?”

    “Hang on.” I jumped from my seat, climbed both sets of stairs to my room, gingerly picked up my dreamstone by the chain, and headed back down.

    After sitting back down with the dreamstone on the table, I told Jim, “I’m afraid I’m going insane, and I need a reality check.”

    His raised eyebrows indicated his interest, so I jumped in. I briefly went through the history of my amethyst and brought up the fact that it always seemed to give me ideas for my gaming world. All my friends knew about it, so he nodded when I finished. 

    I paused to gather my courage. “Last night, it was different. When I touched the stone, I got drawn into a full-fledged vision. It was like I was right there in Il Saia’s room, listening to this odd little guy telling me the world was doomed. When I dropped the crystal, the vision disappeared, and this,” I showed him the stick, “Was warm to the touch.” Jim slouched comfortably in his chair with his hands folded in his lap. I tried to gauge his reaction. His calm face didn’t offer much of a clue.

    He sat up and leaned forward on the table. “If there’s something going on with this crystal, it’s easy enough to test.” He put out his hand and said, “Here, give me the crystal and we’ll see if it affects me the same way.”

    I hesitated, but it made sense. I picked up the crystal by its chain and placed it in Jim’s hands, then watched his face closely while he stared at the rock intently for a minute or so. Then he put it down and turned to me apologetically. 

    “Sorry, Finn, I don’t see anything but a crystal.”

    I reached under my shirt and pulled out the stick. It took a serious effort of will, but I handed the ancient object over to Jim. 

    He examined it. “This is really strange, Finn. What’s it made of?”

    “I don’t know, looks like black driftwood to me.”

    He rapped it on the table, and it made a loud thunk. “Seems awfully hard to be wood. Maybe it is a piece of fossilized wood.”

    “Okay, now pick up the crystal too.”

    I held my breath as he reached out and grabbed the dreamstone. I had no idea if I wanted him to get a vision like me or to tell me that nothing happened.

    He held both objects and examined them for a few long moments. He gave me a grimace of apology and shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry Finn, I don’t feel anything strange.”

    With his reply, I discovered two things: one, he didn’t feel or sense anything unusual; and two, I had actually hoped that he would see something.

    The breath I had been holding whooshed out of my lungs and through my stretched lips. Jim’s eyebrows lifted in apology. 

    “Sorry, Finn. I’m not seeing or feeling anything strange from these. I don’t have anywhere near your imagination, so maybe it’s just me.”

    Discouraged, I said, “No, I doubt it. I think I’m just losing it.”

    “We still need to perform the other half of this experiment.”

    “What’s that?”

    “Let’s try to reproduce what happened last night.”

    I saw his point, but didn’t want to go there. Once was enough, thank you.

    “Here, take the crystal first.”

    Hesitantly, I did. 

    “Anything?”

    “No. It just feels like my crystal.”

    “Okay, now grab the stick.”

    When I grabbed the stick in my other hand, my world exploded again—more literally than before. 

    ***

    I stood on the field of battle facing a trethagon. It looked like a human walking stick and wielded a wicked, thin, silvery blade. The trethagon made a giant cricket-like war cry and jumped right at me.

    Smoothly, I reached into the Dreamtime to the archetypal realm of Forms, and tapped my Source, reaching for the power I needed. After a brief search through Dreamtime, I found the Form I desired, and I brought it back with me. I applied my will and power and the archetype of Flame I carried back flared into a white-hot wall in front of me. The trethagon tried to stop, but its momentum carried it through my wall, and the only things that came out the other side were ashes and a glowing red blade, which clattered to the ground.

    ***

    I found myself sitting in my chair again, breathing hard, sweating, and looking into Jim’s concerned eyes. He stood beside me with the crystal in his hand. 

    I blinked at the sudden transition and croaked out, “Wow.”

    “What happened, Finn? You just froze. I had to pry the crystal out of your hand.”

    My hand ached, but not as much as my mind. “I had another vision, Jim. This time I was on a battlefield fighting a trethagon.” Jim knew tregathons from my game. His group had fought against them more than once.

    Jim eased into his chair and leaned back. “You know what I think?”

    “What?”

    “I think you shouldn’t touch the crystal and the stick at the same time anymore.”

    I scowled. “Gee, thanks, Captain Obvious…not real helpful.”

    Jim shrugged. “I don’t know what else to say. I’ve never heard of anything like this. If your brain is insane, it’s very selective about its insanity.”

    I opened my mouth to reply, but he continued. 

    “Maybe you’re psychic. Maybe the stick is some sort of catalyst and it makes you more sensitive.”

    “That’s crazy, Jim. You don’t believe in psychic powers any more than I do.”

    “Yes, but what is really crazy is ignoring reality. If you were psychic, then I’d think we’d all want to know. It could come in handy on tests.”

    That made me smile. “I never considered that.”

    Before he left, I asked, “Can you keep this under your hat for a while? I want to get a better handle on things before telling anyone else.”

    “Sure thing. Take care, Finn.”

    “Bye.”

    I came away feeling a little bit better. Like Jim said, if I was going crazy, it seemed like it happened under a very specific set of circumstances.

    Unfortunately, Lunatic Finn still seemed like the most likely explanation to me. Damn, I really wished Jim had gotten a vision, too. I think.

    Well, since it didn’t seem to be life threatening and I could stay away from my crystal, my priority still had to be graduating high school. As long as things didn’t get worse, I could live with it for now and deal with it once I was a free man.

     

    


Getting To Know Her

    The following day at school repeated the previous one. It reminded me of the joke, “What’s long and hard and filled with seamen?” The answer is a submarine, of course. In this case, though, the day was long and hard and filled with tedium. Somehow, I ground through it. 

    The next morning, I awoke groggy and tired, but so infatuated with the memory of my dreams that I didn’t care. I yanked on my clothes, ignored the explosion of sheets and covers from my bed, and bounced down the stairs, whistling. When I walked into the kitchen, I found my mom fixing eggs and my dad reading the newspaper in the kitchen nook. 

    Mom looked at me with narrowed eyes. “Ian Finn Morgenstern, what’s going on with you? Is there something you want to tell me?”

    My whistling died mid-tune. “Uh, well, uh, no. I don’t think so.”

    “You look awfully happy. Last I heard, you were still allergic to mornings.” She added in a mock-accusing tone with dead-on instincts, “Did you meet a girl?”

    Busted. I couldn’t tell her an outright lie, or I’d be caught, so I skirted reality. “Um, er, yes, you could say that.”

    The questions came out rapid-fire. “That’s wonderful! What’s her name? What’s she like? Is she nice? Where did you meet her?” 

    “Uh, well Mom, I feel a little funny talking to you about her still.”

    “Finn, this is your first girlfriend! You’ve got to give me something.”

    I felt bad because I had never really cut her out of my life before. I searched my brain for something safe to say that would take the pressure off. 

    “Helen,” said my dad, coming to my rescue from behind his paper. “Leave the boy alone. He’ll tell us when he’s good and ready. Don’t crowd him.”

    Mom gave him a disgusted look and then swept it on to me. “You men. You act as if sharing is going to kill you. At least tell me her name.”

    The image of my dryad sprung into my mind, and inspiration struck me. “Spring. Her name is Spring.”

    “Spring?” she said, looking at me doubtfully.

    “Uh, yeah. What’s wrong with Spring?”

    That queer expression stuck to her face a moment before she shrugged and finished buttering her toast. 

    I breathed a sigh of relief as Dad, and I shared a secret man-to-man smile. 

    I wished it were that easy to deal with the rest of my life. It was getting ridiculously complicated. Start with my fear of running into Parmely or his gang, and then on top of that, pile the demons, bullies, miraculous healing, finals, ancient artifacts, bad grades, and disappointed parents, and you ended up with quite the daunting mound of doo-doo. Yet, that all seemed distant and unimportant today.

    I finished my breakfast and headed to the bus still walking on cloud nine. I glowed at everyone on the bus and walked jauntily to my first class. As soon as I sat down in class, though, I crashed. All day after that, I fought off fatigue and sleep. I lost, and fell asleep at least once in every class. I didn’t talk much to anyone and didn’t start feeling better until around two in the afternoon. By the time I arrived home, I had regained enough energy to work on my game. Friday was our gaming night. 

    Jim and Gregg arrived first. We went down to our gaming area in the basement. That’s when I told them about my dream. My friends took the news with their usual style and grace. 

    “So you finally did her. Hallelujah! Now maybe you can move on.”

    “No, you don't understand, Gregg. It was incredible!” I said with wide-eyed enthusiasm. 

    “What was incredible?” asked Dave, walking into the room. 

    Gregg wiped an imaginary tear from his eye. “Our little Finny has finally become a man!”

    “Finally got a pubic hair?” asked Dave as he set his notebook down. 

    “No, he got the booty call, yo. He popped his cherry, yo! Did the nasty! Bumped uglies, played hide the salami!” said Gregg. 

    “All right!” cheered Dave. “All hail the Mighty Finnster! Who’s the lucky girl? And, more importantly, does she have a similarly blind and easy sister?”

    I rolled my eyes. “Okay, guys, it was just a dream.”

    Dave’s entire face drooped in disappointment, so I felt compelled to add, “But it was incredible! I've never had a dream like this.”

    “Okay, you might as well tell us all about it so you can get it out of your system, and we can move on with the night,” said Dave. 

    I didn't need any more prompting. “In my dream, a scratching at the window woke me up. When I first looked, I saw an oak branch scraping the windowpane in the wind, but as I looked closer, I saw the outline of a person—my nymph. The branch was actually her arm and hand. She was tapping at my window. As I looked at her, she became more solid until I could see her clearly in the dark, like she was glowing or something. She was beautiful—”

    “Buck naked, bouncy breasts, wonderful green eyes, flowing green hair, killer smile. Yeah, yeah, we've heard it before, Finn. Get to the meat,” insisted Gregg. 

    “Give him a break,” interrupted Jim from the corner, where he had been quietly setting up his gaming gear. I thought I had someone on my side until he added, “He's never had any girl except his mom smile at him.” 

    Then, Dave added with a smirk, “Yeah, her and Gregg's sister.”

    Gregg scowled at him. “Shut up, white boy.”

    I sighed dramatically. I should have known better than to open myself up for this. I just ignored them all—the safest thing to do. 

    “She gave me this killer sexy smile—like Angelina Jolie. I jumped out of bed and went to the window and opened it up.” I paused for a moment, knowing I could never convey the impact of the dream, but tried my best. “She was more real than ever and smelled like spring. You know that smell you get after a spring rain with all the leaves and dirt and life? She smelled like that. When I got the window open, she jumped through and pushed me right back on the bed. Everything was so real. The way she felt all warm and soft, the way she looked, the way she smelled—so real, I knew I had to be awake.”

    I looked from my dream to my friends and saw them thinking about everything that came from my mouth. Like all teen males, we talked a lot about sex—were obsessed with it—but only Gregg had even come close to making it with a girl, and that had been to third base with Lea.

    “I want your dreams,” said Gregg. 

    The others agreed. 

    I aborted my launch into more detail when Jen walked in. She’d been playing with us for a year now. She had a quick wit, a wicked imagination, and great gamer’s instincts. We generally got a little less graphic around her but more in deference to Gregg than to her. 

    When she walked in, the first thing I noticed was that she had straightened her hair. She changed her hair a lot, but I felt stirrings of anger when I considered why she had chosen to go for straight hair. 

    I swore to myself, fricking pus-bucket Parmely. 

    The anger fizzled as I looked at her. Going from the beaded strands to long silky black hair had completely changed her appearance. It somehow changed her face and accentuated her big brown eyes. She reminded me of Halle Berry before Halle went insane and chopped her hair off. That thought, along with the memory of her sitting in my lap on the way to eat pizza, caused a short in my brain. 

    After everyone said, “hi,” I blurted, “Wow, Jen! Your hair looks great!” 

    She blushed, gave me a shy smile, and quickly broke the eye contact. As Dave had insinuated, I knew she had a slight crush on me. Perplexing as it was, it made me feel good. I had always liked her, but after the car trip, other thoughts—never completely absent around any girl—had begun rising in importance (no pun intended). 

    Somehow, her new flowing black hair brought her more fully into this different focus. I re-noticed that her full lips were the centerpiece of a killer smile. That led me to, once again, consider her generous and intriguing curves. It was more than a little bit disconcerting, since I had known her since she was ten. Until now, I supposed, I’d have classified her more as a sister than anything else. I blushed even deeper before looking away. 

    “Thanks, Finn,” she said, looking down at the now ever-present necklace where it lay on top of my shirt. “I like your necklace. That’s a cool piece of driftwood.” 

    She reached forward to touch it. 

    I stifled my urge to pull away, crouch over my necklace, and screech at her, “No one touches My Precious!” 

    She gently lifted it and examined it. “It’s beautiful.” 

    I almost forgot about the stupid stick when I noticed the fine baby hair that framed her forehead from close up and saw her deep brown eyes gazing so intently at me (okay, toward me and at my necklace, but it had the same effect).

    “Yeah, I got it from the mound,” I said. This, unfortunately, broke the undoubtedly unilateral, intimate moment.

    “Oh, that’s right. I forgot.” Jen dropped the stick and stepped away. She addressed all of us. “I hate you all. I’m never talking to any of you again. How could you not invite me down with you, you ignorant jerks?”

    “Whew!” said Dave. “At least she didn’t call us penis pustules.”

    This drew another blush from Jen, but she said without a skip, “That’s dick pustules, and the night is young yet, Blondie.”

    It was a fair description of Dave. We all laughed, but she wasn’t quite done with the subject of the dig, and started pressing us for details. We regaled her with tales from the mound for the next half hour or so. The explanations came through a bit disjointed, because everyone talked over and interrupted everyone else, but I think she got the gist of it.

    Soon we’d had enough and I told everyone to get ready for the game. We all unpacked our gaming gear. 

    For those who have never played a game like this, think of it as interactive story telling. We used a game system called Ars Magica, which gave us the rules for magic and combat in the story. The story master, in this case me, created a world and then created adventures in that world. The players were usually the heroes and occasionally the anti-heroes of the adventures. Together the entire group told the story—the story master provided the skeleton; the players provided the flesh. It was a real kick and not anywhere near as geeky as it might sound to the uninitiated. Think of it as a creative way to spend time with friends, a way to tell stories and to explore teen angst and morality in a safe environment. It was also a way to feel powerful at a time in life when one had no power. 

    Augmented with the obligatory Nacho-Cheese Doritos and liters of Dr. Pepper—caffeine being our drug of choice—a good time was had by all as the team started their quest to save Seru from the invading forces of darkness. 

    It sounds cornier when I say it now than it did while we immersed ourselves in the game. The drama we created swept us all up, and we played into the wee hours of the morning.

    The next day was grim. Without thinking, I'd agreed to take the morning shift at the Grease-Burger since Mark hadn’t given me a starting date to help man his shop yet. I walked around in a daze the whole time. Even at eighteen, it can be hard to function on two hours of sleep. I burnt the burgers, forgot to turn on the fryers before I opened up, and generally made a mess of things. I missed working in Uncle Mark’s rock shop, and that day cemented my enthusiasm for his offer. 

    When I finally made it through my shift, I hotfooted it home, walked in our front door, and called out my standard, “Mom, I'm home!” I tried to head up the stairs, planning on a long midsummer’s day nap, but didn’t get far. Mom called me from the backyard. 

    “Hey, Finn, honey! Come back here. You've got to see this!”

    The lead in my limbs and eyelids continued demanding attention as I went back to see her. My eyelids became self-buoyant when I saw what she had called me back for. 

    My oak was blossoming, not just a few blossoms, but thousands! 

    She stared at the sight, her hand above her eyes like a visor. “I don’t know what you put on that tree, but it’s powerful stuff.” 

    I saw what she meant. Along with the blossoms, new buds were forming on the branches, which had been bare just days before. 

    It was totally impossible for a tree to grow like this, but such was the denial I shrouded myself in at that moment that I was only aware of the deep satisfaction filling me seeing my oak making such a strong comeback. It wouldn't get cut down on my watch. 

    I went to the gnarled trunk, patted the tree, and crooned, “That's my girl. Keep on growing, and mean old Dad won't cut you down.”

    My little pep talk amused my Mom. I joined her back inside and chatted while I snarfed down a couple of sandwiches before climbing the stairs crashing back to bed. 

    I sank into the pure bliss of my cool pillow for about fifteen seconds. 

    “Finn!” my mom yelled up the stairs. “Don't forget, you promised your dad you'd mow the lawn this afternoon.”

    I mumbled a curse under my breath as I pushed myself back out of bed. 

    “And watch your language, young man!” 

    Sheesh. I went out and sacrificed the grass to Phred for forty minutes. After about fifteen of those minutes, I fell into a deep meditation, somehow wrapped around the continuing tune in my mind. I hummed along while I pushed the mower back and forth and offered up my sacrifice. 

    When I finished, I actually felt a little better than I had when I started. The exercise lessened my need for a nap, so I practiced the moves that Uncle Mark had taught me and did some more sit-ups and pushups. Afterward, I cracked my books and got in some studying. 

    The zing from the exercise didn’t last long. I discovered that when my mom woke me up and called me down for supper. I made a, mostly unsuccessful, attempt to dry the book I had drooled on and headed downstairs. After dinner, I called Dave, bailed on bowling, and then headed up for an early bed and dreams of Spring.

    ***

    For as long as I can remember, I have been infatuated with women. One of my first memories—I couldn’t have been more than five—was brushing my babysitter’s long blond hair. I loved it when my parents had to go out for the evening. They’ve told me that I often urged them to go out more. Her hair enchanted me, and she was just the first I remember.

    Whether a pretty lifeguard at the pool or a friend of my mother’s, I loved women. I put on a show for any pretty girl I met so I could bask in the glow of their attention. 

    As I grew older, my infatuation didn't waiver, but I learned first hand how much power this gave women over me. My fear of rejection became crushing, and I could never work up the courage to risk it with a girl I liked.

    With Spring, I never had that fear, because first, she visited me in my dreams, and second, Spring’s intentions always came through, loud and clear. She wanted me and never let me think otherwise. I had no chance to feel awkward or inadequate. That Saturday night, Spring again showed me how she felt and what she wanted. 

    It seemed I had just closed my eyes when the dream began. I felt a cool breeze flowing over me, carrying the scent of new leaves and honeysuckle. I opened my eyes.

    Spring stood naked in front of the open window. The light coming in through the window highlighted her voluptuous features and star-shine glinted on her long dark hair as it fell all the way to her ankles. Some light from the hall shining though my open door lit her perfect pixie-like face and her generous, full lips.

    Desire and need drove out all other thought, and I scrambled to the side of my bed. She strode forward, bringing along sharper scents of cloves and cinnamon, and presented me with her impossibly perfect breasts. I leaned forward to taste one dark aureole, but she put her hands on my shoulders, pushed me back, and followed me down till her lips met with mine.

    She overwhelmed my senses as she took me. The soft, yielding warmth of her body, her chai tea scent, and the press of her breasts on my chest forced everything else from my mind. As her solid weight held me down, I submitted and gave myself to her, until I could give no more.

    Our time together became an exploration of the limits of my stamina. It didn’t seem fair to me that I could get tired in my dreams, but I did. She wore me out.

    ***

    I dragged myself out of bed Sunday morning, overwhelmed with the memory and aftereffects of my time with Spring. I was pretty worthless the whole day.

    Even the thought of finals the next week was not enough to motivate me. I took time out of my attempts at studying to work on the exercise regimen recommended by Uncle Mark. I had to split it up over the day because I was so tired. Only thinking about Erik Parmely gave me the energy I needed to keep going. Sunday night I planned on getting some sleep so I went to bed early.

    It’s good to have plans. Pretty much useless, but good. 

     

     

    


Finals Week—Monday And Tuesday

    Senior finals week, though it wouldn’t hold a candle to some of the weeks I’ve had since then, took the prize as the strangest and most stressful of my life to date. It was not at all how I had envisioned my last week of high school. 

    I woke up hungry and heavy on Monday morning with sheets and covers thrown all over the room. After a repeat of the previous night, my muscles were weak and achy, like I had run a marathon. I put away a double breakfast before heading to school. The only test I had that day was Western Civ., and I did okay on it, but only because it was a blow-off class. 

    My finals schedule was actually pretty reasonable. In a normal semester, it would have been a breeze. I only had one day with two finals. The others had one each. There was no final for my Structured Programming class, just a final project. I hadn’t started it yet, but I hoped to pound it out in marathon sessions at the lab after each final. 

    After Western Civ., I headed home, spent a couple of moderately successful hours on my programming final project, and tried to do the same with French. French was as slippery as an eel. Everything I had learned that semester seemed to slither and slide around in my brain. The harder I tried to concentrate on it, the more it got away from me. By the time I quit studying, I couldn’t even remember how to conjugate “to be.’

    I told myself that I just needed a break, leaned back in the chair, and took a few deep breaths. My mom’s call to dinner jolted me to awareness. With a start, I came back to the present and realized that I had been sitting there for hours fiddling with my stick. This was getting to be a habit.

    Yeah, yeah, I know what that sounds like. Grow up! 

    It sat in my lap, and my eyes traced and retraced its smooth black lines while my mind drifted through strange dreamlike thoughts that left no evidence of their passage. When I headed downstairs, I started salivating at the smell of something garlicky and my stomach jumped for joy. 

    After a large dinner, I went out back, practiced, and exercised again, hoping it would help combat the growing fog in my brain. It helped a little, but not enough to give me a good block of study time. Tuesday, I struggled through my brutal French final. In the middle of it, I found my mind alternating between the test and my dreams of the night before. French may be the language of love, but love doesn’t necessarily help you speak French.

    Tuesday afternoon, Gregg, Dave, and I headed over to Frankies. Pizza never tasted so good. I had just returned from the buffet with another three slices and started in on the first one when I noticed Gregg and Dave staring at me in wonder or amazement.

    I stopped chewing and spoke around a mouthful of pizza. “What?”

    Dave laughed, and referring to Monty Python’s The Meaning Of Life, said, “Save some room for your waaafer theeen dinner mint.” 

    Gregg added, “Finn, that’s like what, your tenth slice?”

    I chewed a couple more times. “I don’t know, maybe. Why?”

    “You’re going to explode. I’ve only seen Alan eat that much, and he’s twice your size.”

    “I’m just hungry, all right?”

    “Yeah, well, you’re eating like a zombie. You look like someone turned out all the lights and left your stomach running the show.”

    “Come on, it’s not that bad. I’m just hungry.”

    Gregg said, “You look like crap. Like you haven’t slept in a week or you are a terminal cancer patient. What’s going on? Are you okay?”

    I swallowed another bite and nodded. “I’m just tired—and hungry. Between finals and everything else, I, uh, haven’t been getting much sleep.”

    “Well, get yourself some more sleep before you start nodding off in finals.”

    “Don’t worry, Gregg. I’ll catch up tonight.” 

    I didn’t mean it, because there was exactly one thing I wanted more than sleep, and I couldn’t wait to see her again.

    
Final’s Week—Wednesday

    Wednesday started with my AP Physics final. One of my better classes, and if I hadn't been a walking zombie, I would have felt pretty good about my readiness for the test. I was, if not completely caught up, at least competent in the material. That morning, I caught a ride with Dave. 

    He wasn’t excited about finals, either, but he seemed to be doing better than me. We were walking through the parking lot when I spotted Erik Parmely’s old beater. He must have arrived early, because he had one of the cherry close-to-the-building parking spots. My heart skipped a beat. I felt pretty sure he wasn’t supposed to be on the school premises, but wasn’t certain, and my brain had stopped working sometime the previous night. As we got closer, I spotted Erik in the car. Adrenalin pumped through me when I caught his eye.

    Noting my agitation, Dave asked with a smirk, “What’s up, Finn? Just remembered you forgot to read the book?” 

    I shook my head. “No, it’s Parmely. He’s sitting in his car over there.”

    “It looks like he has a crush on you or something.” 

    “Let’s go this way,” I said, pointing to a different entrance that wouldn’t take us right by his car.

    “Sure, no need to stir that particular pot.”

    We headed off to the left. I half expected Erik to get out of his car and follow me. As we got farther away, his gaze pricked on my back. I didn’t dare turn around, but I did try not to hunch my shoulders. After that, I did poorly on my physics final. I didn’t bomb it, but I couldn’t finish the exam. I kept wondering about Erik sitting out in the parking lot. The thought that he would wait around for me and jump me after school made me sick.

    We had a break between finals. I didn’t dare leave the school, so I stayed in the science lab and finished my programming project. I met Dave there and begged him for a ride home after my second final. He didn’t have a final that period, but he agreed to meet me in the parking lot afterward. That helped me calm down a little before my Calculus final, but I didn’t do too well on that, either.

    That afternoon, I had a lesson with Uncle Mark. I convinced my mom to let me use the car. If she hadn’t, I probably would have begged off. Erik’s appearance at the school had me constantly looking over my shoulder. This time, I arrived at the shop a little early. The sign on the window already said, “Closed,” but the door opened to my touch, so I walked in. I locked the front door behind me and then went searching for Mark. 

    I didn’t see Uncle Mark in the main store, so I went around the counter to the back. The small warehouse contained a lot of different specimens on wooden racks. I made my way through the racks and found him at his desk. My skin tingled when I saw that he had the misshapen skull in his hands. An adrenaline rush banished my exhaustion. He just sat there, staring at it.

    Cold fear grabbed me. “Uncle Mark?” He didn’t seem to hear me so I raised my voice. “Uncle Mark?”

    He started and then looked up at me with an odd expression, as if he didn’t recognize me. After a split second, he seemed to recognize me, and his half-open mouth turned into a smile. 

    “Hey, kiddo. Ready for your next lesson?”

    “Uh, yeah.” I paused, deciding what to say. “You seemed pretty far away just now. What’s up?”

    He looked down at the skull in his hands, shook his head, and put it back on the desk. He jumped up from the chair. “Okay, let’s do this.”

    “I thought you were going to take that skull to the university.”

    “I will. I wanted to study it a bit more before I gave it to the eggheads. I guess that thing just has its hooks in me.” 

    The visuals on that thought disturbed me. I hunched my shoulders and frowned. 

    Mark saw it. “That skull really has you spooked, doesn’t it?”

    “I really wish you’d just get rid of it or lock it up somewhere. It’s bad news!”

    “I won’t keep it forever, kiddo. I promise.”

    We headed out back, and he showed me some stretches and then we got into it. 

    After a few minutes, my uncle stopped the lesson, glared at me, and said, “Finn, you’re really being pathetic here. I thought you were going to practice and work out?”

    Shame filled me as I said, “I’m sorry, Uncle Mark. I’m just exhausted.”

    His expression hardened, his lips compressed, and his eyebrows furrowed. “So, when someone jumps you when you’re tired, you’re just going to suggest they come back when you’re feeling better?”

    I shook my head in slow turns. “No.”

    “Oh, so you’ll just roll over and let them take a bat to you?”

    “No!”

    “So then what are you going to do next time Erik and his buddies jump you and you’re too tired to fight?”

    The thought of Erik’s hate-filled face looming above me flooded into my mind.

    “That’s better. Come on, use that anger. Anger is fire. Anger will give you energy when you’ve got nothing else. Tap into it. Come on, I’m Erik! Show me what you think of me.”

    I imagined Erik standing before me, and then I imagined what I wanted to do to him. Mark attacked with a punch to my gut, and I blocked it and made the counterattack. Mark blocked my arm without a problem. He grinned a nasty grin that disturbingly resembled Erik’s. 

    “That all you got, Morgenstern? You pussy. Come on, a little girl can hit harder than that.”

    I knew exactly the reaction he was trying to provoke, but that didn’t stop it from being effective. My anger built and pushed out my exhaustion. Strength rushed into me. I yelled and swung with everything I had. My fist encountered empty air, and the momentum of my swing carried me around. That’s when Mark punched me in the stomach. I gasped and stumbled from the pain. The blow extinguished my anger like a birthday candle.

    I struggled to stand up. The punch hadn’t knocked the wind out of me, but it hurt. “Ow, shit!” I looked over to Mark, feeling lamer than ever. I had nothing left.

    Mark spat on the ground and said in a disgusted voice, “Finn, you were off to a good start, but you can’t let your anger disengage your reason and your cunning. When that happens to an opponent, we call that victory. You just completely tossed out everything you’ve learned to make that punch. That little love tap I gave you only served to get your attention. Now let’s go again! This time, when I’m through kicking the shit out of you, I’m going after your little nigger girlfriend.”

    I was wrong about having nothing left. At the use of that vile word to describe Jen, my anger flared up bright and hot. This time, I would make him pay, and I wasn’t going to give that bastard an easy target.

    I came in hard and controlled, determined not to open myself up. I started throwing punches with elbows and fists, but remained unable to get through his defenses. Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for Mark. He landed a couple of solid blows, and I ended up on my butt a few times. This time, instead of snuffing my anger, the pain just focused it, and I started drawing power from the rage. I stayed on the offensive, throwing blow after blow, trying to keep out of a rhythm, which would allow him to predict my moves.

    As I attacked, my energy waned, and my punches weakened. All the while, Mark threw taunts at me. I kept thinking of Jen being hurt by Erik and dug deep for extra stamina. 

    There, I found the mother lode. I felt like Popeye right after a can of spinach, and used my new-found strength to renew my attacks. Mark started retreating from my blows. I pressed my advantage and threw everything I had into my strikes. An opening presented itself, and I took it. I hit my uncle square in the nose.

    To my surprise, he staggered back and shook his head. Blood started flowing down his nose and again, my anger evaporated, leaving my limbs deadened and my head swirling. While my anger fled, Mark’s didn’t. He came in and took me down with another blow to the stomach.

    I folded up, fell over, and spent the next few minutes trying to catch my breath.

    Mark leaned over me, breathing hard as well. “You okay, kiddo?”

    I couldn’t find the breath to speak, but I nodded anyway. Eventually, my diaphragm unlocked, and I started breathing again. Pain still pounded at me, but with Mark’s help, I finally managed to sit up.

    He laughed and patted my shoulder, dragged an arm across the blood running down his nose, and said, “That is exactly what I mean! You did well. To be perfectly honest, Finn, I didn’t think you had it in you, but when you put your mind to it, you have some strength behind your punches. Well done!”

    Mark took off his bloody shirt, bundled it up, and pressed the cloth against his nose. “You must be pretty sweet on Jennifer.”

    I blushed a bit, and then remembered the taunts he used to get me angry. In a flat voice, I said, “Don’t call her that again. Ever.”

    He had the good grace to back off and apologize, but he didn’t look embarrassed, and that disappointed me.

    “Sorry kiddo, I didn’t know how much it would take to get your blood pumping. I won’t do it again.”

    I took what I could get. “Thanks. Oh, and ‘pussy’? That’s lame. No one says that anymore.”

    He laughed out loud at that one. “Finn, my boy, pussy never goes out of style.”

    I’m sure he could have started a fire from the heat that hit my face. He saw my reaction and laughed again. 

    “I think we’re done for the night. Excellent workout! Go home, get a shower, and get some sleep.”

    My legs and arms were lead weights, and I couldn’t bring myself to stand. “I think I’ll just sit her for a few minutes, if you don’t mind.”

    “Ha! I don’t mind, you earned a few minutes’ rest.

    Hey Finn, I’ve got some time next Monday afternoon. Want to stop by then? I’m not sure if I can make it later in the week.”

    I gave him a long considered look until he laughed. I smiled back. “Sure, just as long as it’s not tomorrow.”

    When I managed to scrape up the strength, I headed home. Once there, I said goodnight to my parents, trudged up the stairs, and tried to ignore my shaking muscles and the tender spots on my chest and thighs where Mark had landed particularly effective blows. I fell onto my bed. I never even thought about studying for my dreaded English final.

    That night’s dream started with Spring rubbing herself on my body and nibbling on my ear. She crooned, “This One, I’m here for you.”

    I smiled at the sensual pleasure of her touch, but I didn’t have anything to give her. I met her green eyes and said, “Spring, can we just cuddle tonight? I’m too tired to move.”

    She smirked at me and continued her petting, nibbling, and crooning. She turned around on top of me and left me looking into the New Year. The view and her attentions perked up my interest down below. The sight and sensations were so raw and animal that all thoughts of weariness fled.

    Who would have guessed?

    


Finals Week—Thursday And Done

    I moved around in a fog Thursday. I managed to drag myself into class and get started. The first couple of questions dealt with sentence structure and I struggled to get through them. Then, I got to the essay portion of the test. It took a few readings to make any sense out of the essay questions. 

    I started in on the first essay, and after writing a few paragraphs, lost track of what I needed to say. I went back over my paragraph to check where I had gotten sidetracked. Apparently, I’d jumped the rail on the first sentence. There was nothing but gibberish on the page. 

    I stared at my paper and blinked a few times to try and bring the swimming words into focus, but failed. Unable to think through the fog in my brain, I just picked up my final, threw it in the trash next to the teacher’s desk, and stumbled out of the room. This is the way that school ended—not with a bang, but a whimper. 

    That was it; I was officially done with high school, and I had probably flunked English and lost my chance for the scholarship. I couldn’t bring myself to care.

    High school had been four of the best and the worst years of my life, but I couldn’t feel anything after walking out of that English test. A blanket of apathy smothered any excitement or joy; the only thing I felt was a dull sensation of relief. My friends headed to Frankies again, but I blew them off and biked straight home. The only thing I could care about was getting home. Once there, I ate something, and then lay down on the couch in the family room to watch TV. I slid out of the waking world after only a few minutes. 

    The next morning, I woke late in the same position on the couch in which I had fallen asleep. For the first time in what seemed like forever, I felt somewhat rested. I rolled off the couch and headed to the kitchen. My mom had left me a note saying that she left pancakes in the oven for me. 

    I pulled them out, and, ignoring the heat, I took a bite out of one. It would have made a better building material than breakfast. I tossed the rest in the garbage and got some cereal. That was when I noticed it was one o'clock in the afternoon. Sheesh, I really had been exhausted. 

    I tried not to focus on the mess I had made of my last semester of high school and the possible ramifications. Sitting there, I had only limited success, so I headed out to sacrifice the lawn yet again. The exercise would get me thinking about something else and insured my weekend gaming plans would not be ruined.

    Phred was kind again that day; it was cool and overcast and hadn’t rained all week—a record for Ohio. I zoomed back and forth, repeating my little prayer/mantra, and before I knew it, I had finished the lawn. I finished the last of the trimming and felt good, when my mom peddled up the driveway. 

    I met her in the garage as I put the weed whacker away. 

    “Hi, Mom!”

    “Hello, sweetheart. You look better today. That’s nice to see. Your dad and I were getting worried.”

    “Yeah, finals were tough this year.” I refused even to contemplate everything I left out of that sentence as we both went inside. 

    


Weekend Pass

    Because it was the end of the semester, I got a rare full-weekend pass. We planned the weekend as a celebration of the end of school and a chance to finish the current story in our game before Jim left on Monday for Outward Bound, sort of an advanced Boy Scout survival thing. He would be gone for two weeks playing mountain man, so we wanted to make the most of it. The plan for Friday evening included pizza and gaming all night at Gregg’s place and then crashing there. Next, we switched to Dave’s for a repeat. I ruthlessly slammed the door on my inner watcher, locked it, and threw away the key. I refused to worry about anything this weekend—no school, no insanity, no nothing but fun.

    When I lugged all my stuff into the finished basement room we used for gaming at Greg’s, everyone was already there, talking about finals and speculating how they had fared. I had to double up the locks and add a large chain to the door holding my conscience back. I blew off any questions sent my way about school, and we got down to the serious business of fun.

    It went well. We made a lot of progress in the story and enjoyed ourselves. We crashed at dawn, started up around noon the next day, and played into the evening.

    On the second night, Jen approached me during a break in the game. It was something of a victory for her to be at Dave’s at all. Her parents were a bit leery of allowing her to spend the night with a bunch of older boys playing a game her parents didn’t understand. I think Gregg had to swear an oath to protect her and had to leave one of his balls behind as hostage. 

    She came up to me, looking uncomfortably cute in her new hairdo and seriously messing with my equilibrium. “Hey, Finn, I really like Il Saia’s councilor Kaawen. I’d like to play one of the Gentle People as a companion. Do you have any stats or more background for them?”

    The Gentle People were one of the four races of Seru and allies of Infala in the war. I thought of them as a sort of a cross between humans and gorillas. 

    I replied, “I don't have a lot, but I’ve been meaning to get to that. They tend to live in the northern regions of Seru and don't perform magic. In fact, they’re immune to magical effects, but they’re strong and frequently are scholars, poets, and naturalists. They’d make great companions.”

    “Could I help you flesh them out?”

    “Sure.” I gave a shrug full of feigned indifference, because showing my excitement over the idea would have made me seem needy or pathetic. Secretly, I kicked up my heels with the idea that I might get some help with defining my world and get to spend more time with Jen to boot. Woo hoo!

    “Can I come by Tuesday morning?”

    “If it's not too early,” I grinned. “Sounds great.” 

    She flashed me a two-hundred-watt smile, and we continued our game. 

    Again, we slept until noon and then headed home. That afternoon, I spent some time musing about the Gentle People. They wouldn’t make great heroes, because, in Ars Magica, the game system we used, heroes were always Magi, and the stories always revolved around them. The Gentle People would make fantastic companions, however. 

    A companion played a support role for the various Magi. Everyone had several characters they could play. They all had at least one Magi, and each took turns being the central character of the story. When they weren’t playing the Magi, they’d play a companion or one or more Grogs—minor characters who were the equivalent of Red Shirts from the original Star Trek series. They often provided plot motivation, and they died a lot. They killed Fritz! Those stinkin’ yella fairy bastards!

    That afternoon, I didn’t spend as much time thinking about the Gentle People in my game as I’d planned. Instead, thoughts of Spring kept slipping in. Concerns about grades and Erik Parmely couldn’t knock her from the throne of my obsession. It hadn’t escaped my notice that my dreams with her just weren’t normal. They left me exhausted and trashed my room. I don’t want to be gross, but on top of that, there was never any evidence of the… let’s call it “night emissions.” 

    I felt more refreshed than I had in a week, nevertheless, staying away from her for two nights had been tough, and I couldn’t wait to see her again that evening. 

    The only thing that interrupted my anticipation was my Krav Maga lesson with my uncle that afternoon. It actually felt good to be moving, practicing, and gaining some confidence when I wasn’t utterly wiped out. When we finished that night, my uncle praised me again. That felt good. I wasn’t used to being good any anything involving physical activity. I could get to like it.

    As I was driving home, my thoughts wandered back to Spring. As I thought about her, a new thought flitted across my mind: she’d become my drug of choice. That thought stuck in my head, vibrating like an arrow after hitting a bull’s eye. In fact, she was almost like crack. When I wasn’t with her, I couldn’t stop thinking about her. When we were together, it was transcendent bliss. When she left, she left me drained to the core. She was sucking me dry. 

    I realized that for some time now, I had believed that she truly existed. A real dryad lived in my oak tree and made love to me all night. I had no idea when that belief took hold, but the realization of it freaked me out more than the comparison of her to a drug. My conscience burst out of the room where I had it locked away and suddenly worry about my sanity added to my load.

    I went out back to look at her, my oak tree. The branches had continued blossoming, and I swear it had visibly grown. Its vitality frightened me. Thicker and taller, with big healthy leaves covering all the branches, it had become a different tree. I remembered Jeff’s warning, in the vision, about the heart of Wendigota drawing the attention of many dark spirits.

    “I would never have believed you could turn that tree around so completely in a month,” my dad said from behind me. 

    I about jumped out of my skin, let out a small shout, and spun around. 

    My dad peered at me over the rim of his glasses, eyebrows raised. “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.”

    “Dad! Sorry, I was just lost in thought, and you scared me.”

    My dad nodded to my tree. “Yup, a change like that in a tree is certainly worth a thought or two. And a little spooky, as well.” Then he added almost under his breath, “I’m wondering if I shouldn’t have cut it down.”

    “What?”

    That brought my dad out of his reverie. “Oh, nothing. I just saw… I mean… just look at all these blossoms on the ground we are going to have to clean up.”

    I eyed him, askance, wondering what he originally planned to say, but didn’t pursue it further. As long as he wasn’t going to cut my tree down, I remained happy.

    That night, I debated whether or not I should sleep downstairs again to stay away from Spring, but decided that would be silly. 

    My brain wasn’t working too well, because I rationalized that tonight I would get some answers from her while at the same time deriding myself about thinking she was real enough to question.

    Thinking about her soft full lips, smooth skin, and… other things, kind of trumped everything else. I went to bed eager for sleep, but my new found anxiety about her kept me tossing and turning. I tried to meditate and clear my thoughts for what seemed like hours, and at last, I managed to start letting things go. I had just gotten into a nice rhythm when I heard my window swing open. 

    My eyes flew wide in a panic that passed as soon as I recognized her. She stood in my room, unselfconsciously naked. Her beauty hit me as hard as one of my uncle’s punches, and I had to catch my breath. Her smile promised heaven as she swayed the short distance to my bed with a smooth, hypnotizing grace, like a cat stalking her prey. My room filled with her spring thundershower scent. 

    By this time in my dream, I was usually all over her, but with a supernatural effort, I leaned back against the headboard of my bed. My body craved her. I wanted to be inside her, to merge with her and never let her go. 

    I tried desperately not to look down past her chin to where her breasts hung free, ripe, full, and, as I knew, oh, so soft. 

    “W-w-wait…stop,” I protested feebly, her face mere inches from mine.

    She sat back on her knees with wide-eyed surprise. The weight of her buttocks pressed my legs into the bed. I gulped and said the only thing I could think of. 

    “Are…are…are you real?”

    Her joyful smile lit her face like a sunrise. “Yes.” 

    Then she leaned forward again to kiss me. Again, I dredged up words from some deep area of strength and said, “Why? Why me?”

    “Because you are my Sun,” she replied, then her lips touched mine, and her hands lay warmly on my shoulders and chest. Her heat caressed me. Then I entered her, and all thought spiraled away into bliss. 

    


Troubled Teens

    The next day I awoke, groggy. My mom was yelling up the stairs. When I finally swam to consciousness, I noted that my clock read ten. This is way too early when you only had three or four hours of sleep, if that. 

    “What?” I snapped back. 

    “Jennifer is here to see you!”

    I processed this for a moment with my fuzzy, uncooperative brain. Crap! “Okay! Just a minute!” 

    I launched out of bed. Naked except for my necklace, I searched through my piles of clothes for something that wasn't too rumpled or disgusting. I pulled on some pants and took the time to scrape up the sheets and blankets spread around the room and toss them back onto the bed. I shut my window and was just leaving my room when I almost ran into Jen. 

    She laughed at me when she saw my state of dishabille. “Wow, and I thought my hair looked funny first thing in the morning!”

    “Thanks a lot!” I grumbled, ineffectually patting at my hair, my cheeks burning. “You really know how to charm a guy you just woke up.”

    “Sorry,” she replied, contrition notably absent from her face. “I have volleyball this afternoon, and I wanted to get here a little early. I didn't realize that you’d go all Rip Van Winkle on me.”

    Her dimpled smirk won me over, but my pride wouldn’t give in quite so easily. I scowled at her and grumbled a little more before gesturing her back to my room. She took the lead and went inside. I stopped in the doorway when I saw the state of my room. Oh, no. Clothes everywhere, boxers on the bed, a half-empty bowl of cereal on the desk… I didn’t want Jen seeing this.

    “Maybe we should go downstairs,” I began, but she ignored me and continued looking around my bedroom with a bemused expression. 

    “Wow, and here I thought my room should be declared a disaster area…”

    Resigned to further ridicule and too tired to stand, I scooped my many pillows against my headboard and threw myself on the make-do lounge. 

    Jen stopped in the middle of the room with her head cocked to the side a little as though listening to something. She briefly went over to the cage where Squiffy, my pet hamster, lay sleeping. Squiffy lost her attention, and she ignored my small library of books, the bunched up sheets, the mix of dirty and clean laundry on the floor, and went over to my display wall. There she examined the maps and the pictures of various cities and characters in Seru that I had drawn. I hadn't shown most of the drawings to anyone in my group, because I didn't think they merited much attention.

    “These are all just like I envisioned them.” She pointed to a city sporting tall, elegant towers and arches. “There is Infala, the city of amethyst.” Another picture caught her eye. “And that portrait must be Il Saia.” She smiled back at me over her shoulder and said, “Your descriptions were perfect.”

    As she looked at me, her long black hair and bright smile caught me. I was at a loss for what to say and uneasy about letting her see how much those words meant to me, so, I gave her an exaggerated fluttering of my eyes. 

    “Aw, flattery will get you everywhere! Just name your price before my head puffs up and I float away.”

    Her grin widened, and she turned to my collections. I had a lot of cool rocks as well as an assortment of amethyst and quartz crystals, ranging from one to four inches in size and other varying qualities. Amongst them, I also had a decent collection of arrowheads, a few freshwater pearls, and a couple of axe heads. She ignored these and reached for my dreamstone.

    “Wait! Don’t!” After what had happened to me with the stone, I didn’t want anyone to touch it.

    She didn’t seem to hear me. She picked up the crystal and her expression changed from one of puzzlement to wonder. Her eyes went wide with her mouth forming an unconsciously sexy, “Oh.” 

    I panicked and rushed to take the crystal away from her. My hand closed around hers and the crystal. The contact closed some sort of circuit, and an electrical jolt went through me. Jen felt it, too, because her eyes grew even bigger. A dam burst open within me, and I fell through the crystal. In that moment, a connection with Jen that I couldn't name snapped into existence. That connection came as a small part of an intense rush of feelings I couldn't categorize. The world around me narrowed into a tunnel, a swirling whirlpool of sensation. A cataract of fire burst through me from a direction I hadn’t even known existed, passed through my center—my being—into the dreamstone. The violence of that fire tore bits and pieces of me out and carried them away. 

    I started to feel faint, and tried to stop whatever flowed from me, but I didn’t know how. The window in my room shattered behind me. Suddenly, something stood behind me, something angry and menacing. The fear that hit me somehow enabled me to pull my hand away from Jen’s and the amethyst. The world closed in around me, the fire ceased, and I fell to the floor, lightheaded. 

    Jen screamed something half-coherent, dropped the amethyst, and fled the room without looking back. I shook my head to clear it, and when I searched around in a panic, nothing could be seen behind me but the shattered window. I tried to shake off the strange dizziness and heavy fatigue. I pushed myself up and stumbled after Jen out to the hall, down the stairs, and through the front door. By the time I got there, she was nowhere to be seen. 

    My mom raced inside from the back yard. “What happened, Finn? I heard Jen scream. Where is she? Is she okay?”

    Flummoxed and disoriented, I gaped at her for a second before I could respond, “Uh, I don't know. Something happened. Something broke the window.” I couldn't bring my thoughts together. “Then, when I turned around, nothing was there. She ran.”

    My mother headed up to my room, and I followed her. Broken glass lay strewn underneath the window. The branch, which sometimes brushed the pane, stuck through the hole. The branch had obviously broken the glass, but on such a calm day, it simply didn’t make sense.

    I couldn't think. Exhaustion took over, and I half fell, half sat on the floor. I wondered if I was having a stroke or a heart attack or something. My hand went to my chest, and I grasped the stick. The heat from the wood startled me. This had happened before, but at that point, I couldn’t remember when.

    Mom bent over me, put her hand on my cheek, and said, “Are you all right, Finn?”

    “I don’t know. That was really scary. I don’t feel so good.” There wasn’t much more I could think to say to my mom, so I remained seated and silent. 

    “Are you in pain? Nauseous?” 

    I shook my head a little. “No. I don't know. I can’t think. I'm really tired.”

    “Finn, you have been burning the candle at both ends these last few weeks. Then you spend all night gaming with your friends and probably getting no sleep. I’m worried that you’re pushing yourself too hard.”

    “No, Mom, that's not it. Something really weird happened.” I started to panic about Jen. “I've got to call Jen and see if she’s okay.” 

    She only lived a few houses away, but the phone was faster. I pulled my cell out of my pocket and called her house. When the phone rang, Gregg answered. 

    Before I could say anything, he snarled, “What the hell did you do to my sister, you asshole!”

    “I didn't do anything! It was… it was… Is she okay?”

    “No. She came in here crying and scared. She kept babbling something about you and something evil, then she ran up to her room and slammed the door. Now she won't come out!”

    “I'll come over.” 

    “No, you won't. I don't want you near her.”

    “But I didn't do anything to her! I didn’t hurt her, I swear.”

    “Then who did?”

    “I don’t know, Gregg!” I cried. 

    “Well. I’ve got to see what happened. God help me, Finn, you’d better be telling me the truth. If you’ve hurt her, I’ll make you wish you had never been born.” 

    He hung up, and I told myself that I hadn’t done anything, but I couldn't convince myself of it. I would have to give Gregg the whole story if I wanted him to believe anything I said. I just had to figure out how. Round and round in my head I went until my mom made me lie down on my bed while she cleaned up the glass. I don't even remember falling asleep. 

    My dad woke me, and as usual, he started talking to me like I was already wide-awake. I came in at the middle of a sentence. 

    “…with Allen, Jen's dad. He wants to know what happened here today, and so do I.”

    I tried to clear the cobwebs from my misfiring brain and gave him an exhausted stare, trying to project innocence and sincerity through my face. “I…I don't know, Dad, and that’s the truth.” 

    I may have mentioned that I don't do innocence and sincerity well; never have, especially when I feel guilty, which I tend to do even when there is nothing to feel guilty about. 

    “Were you here?”

    I hated it when he did this. I nodded, my lips quivering miserably. 

    “Was she here?” 

    I nodded again. 

    “Was she in your room?” 

    Another nod. 

    “Did you do something to upset her?”

    I had been cringing against the inevitability of this question. Just imagining what must be running through everyone’s minds turned my tongue to butter, and I just knew I would get blamed for doing something I hadn’t. Still I had to say something. 

    “Dad, no! I would never! We were just up in my room talking, and then the window broke! I swear! Jen freaked out and ran out of the room. I tried to run after her, but she’d already gone.”

    He eyed me with a long, considered stare. “That doesn’t make a lot of sense, Finn.”

    I stared at my feet and mumbled, “I know.”

    His gaze rested on me for a while longer while I studied my dirty socks. Then, without a word, he got up and went back downstairs. I heard snatches of him talking on the phone. 

    “Hey, Allen… yeah… shaken up, too… tree…? I don't know either… later… goodbye.”

    He came back to me, and I turned to him, hopeful. 

    “Jen is apparently pretty shaken up. Jack says she keeps telling him the tree tried to attack her by going through the window. She said it wanted to kill her. Were you two playing that game?”

    “That game” was how my dad thought of my role-playing games. 

    I shook my head. “No, we were just talking about my pictures and looking at my crystals.”

    He didn’t buy it. “Well,” he said in that same steady tone, “I think you've been overdoing it. I'd like you to give it a rest for a while.”

    My heart fell. I knew instinctively what “it” he was referring to. “Um, for how long?”

    “A while.”

    My heart sank even further. My social life in the summer largely orbited around my games. Planning campaigns and world-design took up my free time during the summer days, and playing the game took up my nights. It was what bound my friends and me together. There wasn't anything I could say to change his mind. 

    I finally forced out an, “Okay,” with a heavy sigh. My submission surprised me. Losing my gaming privileges came as a major blow. I should have been angry, should have argued and thrown a fit or something, but my world had turned upside-down and I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t stand not knowing what had happened to Jen and me. I guess part of me believed that I had done something that I needed to be punished for.

    That night Dave called and asked if I wanted to go bowling. He played in a league and always loved to embarrass me and my sub-one hundred scores, but my desire to be anywhere but home cut through my ambivalence. Unfortunately, my parents disagreed. They “strongly suggested” I stay home and get to sleep early. After roaming the house for an hour, I wanted to call Gregg and find out what had happened to Jen.

    I was sitting at the kitchen bar when I picked up my phone. 

    My dad noticed the movement from his seat at the table. “Who are you calling Finn?”

    “Jen.”

    “Finn, I strongly suggest that you leave the Washingtons in peace tonight. 

    Frack. Now I was under house arrest.

    During dinner, my parents kept asking me questions, trying to make sense out of what happened. I couldn't understand it myself at the time, but I didn't tell them about the dreamstone and the whole flaming vortex thing. I just told them, Jen was looking at my collection, I went over to her to show her some stuff, and then the window broke behind me and she ran away screaming.

    The more I repeated what had happened, the more ridiculous and inadequate my explanation sounded to me, but the thought of telling them the whole truth felt like death. My dad again “strongly suggested” that I get to sleep early so I could help him pick up lumber for the deck bright and early. I took that as my cue to head back upstairs. 

    I lay in bed in the dark with the events of the day running through my head. No matter how often I ticked through everything, I just couldn't make sense of it. My dreamstone hung in its normal place, and I ached to go and grab it, but just thinking about it scared me. What did it do to Jen? What did I do to Jen? 

    Reality had turned into an eel and slipped away from me. This sort of thing just did not happen. People didn’t get visions from crystals or dreams from old whistles. People aren’t visited by dryads in their sleep. But, there it was. All that had happened. I thought about what Jim had said to me; denying reality is crazy. It’s not as if it only happened in my head, either. I had physical evidence to back me up. My tree grew with unnatural vitality, and I knew it wasn’t from any special fertilizer I had used. I woke in the exhausted in the mornings to a trashed room and an open window. 

    Another thought occurred to me, and I put my face into my pillow and sniffed. Her fresh, outdoorsy scent lingered there.

    So, if all this is real, what do I need to do about it? The first thing would be to tell Gregg and Jen when she got over her fright. After that… well, maybe they would have some ideas. I wished Jim was still around to talk to. He knew more than anyone and had the best chance of coming up with a plan. The last person I could tell would be my dad. He would freak out and have me in an institution faster than a boy’s first attempt at sex.

    I got up and fed Squiffy. I picked him up and petted him as he sat placidly in my hand. Though he was pretty much a lump of a hamster, I loved him. The only activity he engaged in was running on his wheel at three in the morning. He endured my attentions, and then went back to sleep when I returned him to his cage. One doesn’t get a lot of bonding from a hamster, but they’re undemanding, easy to take care of, and nice and soft.

    I pulled out my phone and texted Jen to see if she would respond. She didn't reply, so I did the same with Gregg. I waited, counting out the minutes. Terrible thoughts and fears for Jennifer filled the silence as I paced my room. I knew that she wasn’t just scared.

    I couldn't hold down the anxiety growing within me or think of anything else to do, so finally, I fell back on my old standby: meditation. I lay back on my bed and relaxed. I began counting my deep regular breaths, I breathed in through my nose, out through my mouth, letting everything else go. I did as my dad had taught me when fighting my night terrors, and visualized a golden sphere around me—my fortress, my protection. Impervious to all evil, nothing bad could come through the walls. Incoming bad thoughts and malevolent spirits bounced off it. 

    With every incoming breath, I inhaled golden light. With every outgoing breath, I exhaled the black tensions within me. Peace and light filled me as the tension, and the stress flowed out through the golden sphere. Thus protected and cleansed, I fell asleep. 

    That night, Spring came to me again, and this time, the sight of her made me burst into tears. All my anxiety and stress, when combined with the sheer power of her presence, became more than I could bear. Her exotic pixy face softened into lines of sadness and concern as she glided over to my bed and climbed in next to me. She pulled my head into her breasts and stroked my hair, singing a wordless song of rain and growth. Surrounded by her softness and her smell, I stopped crying. 

    A short while later, I realized she wasn’t just stroking my head, but other parts of my body as well. My body responded quickly, and when I pulled back to look into her eyes, she swung her leg over me. She moved gently and steadily against me but never broke my gaze. After a few tense minutes, I surrendered to her eyes and to bliss. 

    The next morning, I woke up slowly, filled with the memory of the dream. I replayed it in my mind for some time, feeling heavy and empty before I turned and looked at the clock. It read ten twenty-three. With a horrible jolt, I remembered that my dad had wanted me to help him buy lumber for the deck. 

    I sprang out of bed, cursing myself and my sleeping habits. My dad had to be pissed, especially following what had happened yesterday. Still pulling my shirt over my head, I ran down the stairs to the kitchen. 

    At the counter, Mom flipped through one of her many gardening magazines. She looked up with a fond smile and said, “Good morning, sleepyhead.”

    “Where’s Dad?” I asked in a panic. “Why didn't you wake me up?”

    “Relax, honey. He's off at the hardware store. He decided to let you sleep in. We tried to wake you, but you were dead to the world. From the looks of your bed, you had a very restless night.”

    That brought me to a screeching halt. My dad never let me sleep in on days he had declared workdays unless I lay on my deathbed. I’d always dreamt about being let off the hook, but now that he’d let me sleep, I was torn. If he let me sleep in, he must think there was something wrong with me. 

    “There’s French toast and bacon in the oven for you, dear.” 

    “Uh, thanks.” I went to serve myself breakfast. 

    As I ate, my mind churned. By the time I finished breakfast and had two more bowls of cereal, I had gotten nowhere, and my adrenaline shock had dissipated, leaving me tired and groggy. I fought off sleep and volunteered to help my mom in the garden. 

    “Who are you, and what have you done with my son?” Mom asked with mock horror. 

    “I just need to get out into the open air and sunshine.”

    She raised an eyebrow. “Okay. I can always use the help.”

    I tried to call over to check on Jen and talk with Gregg, but I got no answer. Everything with Jen seemed to have happened a long time ago and to someone else, but my anxiety remained undiminished. For the next hour, I worked in the garden until my dad returned, and then I spent the remainder of the day helping him get ready to build the deck. Good to his word, my dad designed it to go around the oak. Despite the hard work, I often wondered what kept Jen and Gregg from returning my calls. Other than that uncertainty, the normalcy of the day proved to be what I needed, and by the end of it, I felt better. I had mostly convinced myself that everything was fine, that I had just been overtired the day before. 

    The only ripple in my pond of normality that day came from my oak. I swear it had grown even bigger over the last couple of days. As if to prove its health, the tree continued dropping blooms all over the yard. I picked up one of the blooms and ran the long stringy stem through my fingers, popping off the little green seedpods, leaving just the droopy stem behind. 

    I contemplated what it meant, and a shiver ran along my spine. I forced myself to go over to the tree and put my hands on it. The solid, rough, and familiar bark still soothed me. It was still my tree and still carried the familiar comfort it always brought to me. But, now, the fear that my tree might consume me colored my perceptions. 

    Could she really be killing me? I tried to shake off the feeling that I had just run off a cliff, except like Wile E. Coyote, I just didn't know it yet. 

    


The Eyes That Bind

    The next day confirmed that suspicion. I woke up with my mom shaking me and calling my name. Exhaustion clung to my eyelids, and I could barely focus on her for a couple of minutes. The entire night had been spent making love to my nymph, and the real world seemed dull, jarring, and uncomfortable. 

    “Are you okay, honey?” Mom asked as she ran her fingers through my hair.

    I tried to wake up. “Uh, no. I think I’m coming down with something,” I replied, seeing an easy out. 

    “Well, do you think you’d be up for going out for a little while this morning?”

    “I don't know. Where are we going?”

    “Jennifer has been taken to the hospital.”

    Her words sent a shock through me and burned off the tiredness in an instant. I sat up. “What? What happened? Why is she in the hospital?”

    “I'm not sure, honey, but apparently she’s sick. She’s having some sort of trouble, and Allen called and said that her doctor wanted to see you.” 

    Guilt and dread made me panic. “Why do they want to see me?”

    “I think they want to ask you some questions about what happened to her. Honey, they really need to understand what happened.”

    “Mom, I swear I don’t know!”

    “I know dear, but you need to tell them everything you remember.” 

    She left the room saying, “Get dressed, and I’ll get you some breakfast before we go.”

    As soon as she headed out the door, I fell back on the mattress. My legs ached like I had been running a marathon, and I almost fell back asleep, but caught myself, pulled on my clothes, and trudged downstairs. 

    Despite all my struggles to stay awake, I fell asleep in the car on the way to the hospital. Mom nudged me awake, and I saw that she had parked. We got out of the car and went inside, passing through the sterile sliding doors. I tried to stifle a shudder as we walked into the pleasant, clean, and bright front reception area. I hated hospitals. The pain and suffering going on around me seeped into my skin. 

    Lost in my thoughts, I didn’t pay much attention to where we walked. The arched doors proclaiming the John Walkin’s Memorial Mental Health Center focused me with a jolt and a chill. 

    Mental hospitals worried me. “Mom, why are we going to the mental wing?”

    “This is where they took Jennifer.”

    My stomach flopped and stretched. “Why? She’s not crazy or anything… is she?”

    “I’m sure that’s not the case,” she agreed as we walked down the brightly lit hallway on tan carpeting that absorbed all noise. 

    We came to a waiting area, and my mom talked to the receptionist at the front as I looked around the cozy room. It had a television playing in the corner. Only one other person sat in the room—a white-haired old lady. Mom came back and said, “The doctor will be out in a minute.” 

    We sat down to wait. Some sort of Spanish soap opera blared from the television. Unfortunately, the old lady seemed to be hanging on every word, so I couldn’t change the channel. 

    Patience is definitely not my virtue. I pulled out my phone for some entertainment. Apparently it was not entertaining enough, because the next thing I knew, I awoke when the chair next to me shook as my mom got up. A blond-haired, blue-eyed, middle-aged doctor came out of the double doors at the back of the room, which I assumed led further into the crazy wing. 

    The doctor smiled at my mom as he closed the distance between us. He was handsome with a kind face. Just the sort of face I supposed you’d want around crazy patients. I immediately disliked him. 

    “Hi, I’m Doctor Anderson,” he said genially to my mom. “Thank you for coming, Mrs. Morgenstern.” He turned to me with another smile, offered his hand, and said, “And you, young man, must be Finn Morgenstern.”

    “Uh, yes sir.” I must be. 

    I took his hand and immediately found myself in a dominance fight. I squeezed back, but I was put in my place well before he released my crippled hand. 

    “Pleased to meet you, sir,” I said as I wiggled my fingers at my side to make sure they still worked.

    “Can you come back with me for a little while, Finn?” He spoke as if my opinion actually counted. “I’d really like to get your take on what happened between young Jennifer and you.”

    He had intensity in his cold blue eyes that made me feel like a paramecium under a microscope—he could see right through me. “Uh, sure.” 

    I looked at Mom for support, and hoped she’d come with us. He squashed that hope like he had squashed my hand. “If you’d like to take a seat here and make yourself comfortable, Mrs. Morgenstern, we shouldn’t be too long.”

    I turned uneasily to her, but she just gave me an encouraging smile. 

    “I’ll be right here, Finn. Please help Dr. Anderson in any way you can.”

    Said doctor put his hand behind my shoulders and, with a gentle pressure that let me know that resistance was futile, guided me through the large double doors, which swung open at our approach. Dr. Anderson eased me down another well-lighted hallway. We passed several closed doors until we arrived at one with his name beside it. 

    His office was larger than I had expected and had the cliché reclining couch with a leather chair by its head. Calming pictures of landscapes and lots of bookshelves lined the walls. On the far side of the office, a couple of leather chairs sat in front of a large wooden desk with a few of framed diplomas and other miscellaneous plaques behind it. 

    To my relief, we didn’t head for the recliner; instead, he guided me over to an expensive and comfortable leather chair in front of his desk. Monty Python’s Spanish Inquisition came to mind. “Nobody expects the Spanish Inquisition!” and “Put him in the comfy chair!” In fact, I almost said it aloud—“No! Not the comfy chair!” Nervousness made me punchy. 

    He sat in the chair next to me and settled in to face me. I noted that his chair had arms while mine didn't. One of his hands rested on a little yellow notebook in his lap, and the other on the arm of the chair, fiddling with a pencil. 

    He stared at me while I tried to figure out what to do with my arms. I wanted to cross them over my chest, but didn’t want to come across as belligerent and suspicious. Hanging them at my sides seemed weird so I put them together in my lap. 

    At that point, a half-remembered scene from the old British cult television series, The Prisoner, leapt into my mind. The Prisoner sat in a chair facing this mysterious, freaky panel of captors with his hands in his lap like mine. One of his tormenters observed to the others something like, “Ah, look how the man sits with his hands clasped over his penis to symbolically protect himself in reaction to the fear within him.”—or something like that. After that, well, he moved his hands. 

    I don’t know why, but that scene stuck in my mind, and I had always wondered what I would do in that situation. At one point, I had decided that, if it happened to me, I would sit with my hands defiantly in my lap. As soon as I thought about that scene, I moved my hands, put one on each leg, and glanced up at the doctor. 

    He had been waiting, watching me intently the whole time, and then he waited some more. Ice ages passed before he said, “Finn, can you tell me what happened the day of the Incident with Jennifer Washington?” 

    I swear I heard the capitalization. 

    I bit my lip in nervousness. “Wait, can you tell me why we’re here in the mental ward? What happened to Jen? Is she okay?” 

    His blue eyes narrowed at me. “We do not refer to this wing as a mental ward. Such labels are prejudicial and can be destructive. Please call it the mental health or psychiatric wing.”

    “Okay,” I agreed, too nervous and afraid to have any other response. “So, is Jen here? What happened to her?”

    The good doctor sighed. “I have been given permission to tell you only that we believe young Jennifer is experiencing an episode of acute primary psychosis.”

    Wait, is insanity contagious? The nervous thought did little to help my situation. “What does that mean?” 

    “Labels are dangerous, but you’re probably more familiar with the term ‘psychotic break’.”

    That hit me like a lead-filled cosh. “Jen? No way. She’s as sane and stable as they come!” He studied me again with those clear, penetrating blue eyes, making me want to squirm. “Well, these things can be triggered without any visible symptoms leading up to the episode. We’re trying to determine that trigger. It’s usually some sort of traumatic event or, more often these days, misuse of psychotropic drugs.” His eyes narrowed further when he said the last words, searching for some response that might give away what had happened. 

    Shit! I thought with a growing sense of panic. He thinks I’m doing drugs with her! I’m doomed. He’ll never believe me if I say we didn’t use any drugs. Regardless, I blurted, “She’s not doing any drugs. She’s too smart for that. There is no way she’d do that!” By the time I finished, I was yelling and leaning forward in my chair. 

    Without a change of expression, the doctor said in an even tone, “Please calm down, Mr. Morgenstern. I’m sure you’re right, and I’m not accusing you of anything. However, we need to understand what triggered this episode. It would be most helpful if you could tell us what happened while the two of you were alone in your room.”

    His gaze made me nervous. I could almost feel it probing into my mind. “Nothing! I swear! You’ve got to believe me.” I knew he never would. 

    “Okay, okay. I’m not saying I don’t believe you.” His placating manner came off as condescending. “But, please tell me everything you remember. Any little detail could be important.”

    I took a deep breath, tried to calm myself, and looked down at my hands to get away from his constant judging stare. Then, defiantly, I put both of my hands back together in my lap (go, Team Finn!). “Okay. She asked to come over to talk to me about my game.”

    “This is Dungeons and Dragons, correct?” 

    If he knew what he was saying, I would have been offended. In my opinion, D&D was for kids. I didn’t expect anything more from him, though, and tried to focus on the issue at hand. 

    “Uh, kind of,” I replied. “It’s a different game, but similar concept. She plays in my world along with her brother and several of my other friends.”

    “Okay, go on.”

    I licked my lips, tried to ignore his gaze, and said, “She came over early that morning and got me out of bed. She came up to my room, and we talked a little bit about the stuff in my room—clothes, books, the like. After that, she walked over to my collection of crystals and picked up my drea—my mom’s amethyst.” 

    I paused under his judging, baleful stare and only continued when he made an encouraging hand gesture. “I’m a bit uneasy letting anyone else handle it, so I went to take it from her. When I grabbed it, I started feeling dizzy, and then I heard the window behind me break. I turned around to see the window, and then she screamed and ran out of the room.” I risked a look into his steady gaze and said in a panic, “That’s it! I swear that’s what happened.” As I’d spoken, he tapped the eraser of the pencil in his hand against his mouth while continuing the Stare. 

    Who can stare at someone like that for so long? 

    “You started to call this crystal something else, what was that?”

    “Uh, well, I just call it my dreamstone.” 

    He pounced. “What is this 'dreamstone'? Some sort of hallucinogen?”

    “No!” I snapped. “It’s just an amethyst crystal left to me by my mom.”

    “So why do you call it a dreamstone?”

    “Uh, well, I worked it into my game and gave it special powers in my game world to see the past and future. Since then, I’ve called it the dreamstone.”

    He said, “I see,” in a way that made me know he didn’t. “So, why did you think you shouldn’t tell me what you called it?”

    “Uh, er, I don’t know.”

    “When you took the dreamstone, did you strike her?”

    “No!” That shocked me into meeting his gaze again.

    “But, you were angry?”

    “No! I just didn’t want her to drop it. It belonged to my mom, and it’s the only thing I have of hers.”

    I thought shrinks were supposed to write everything down on their little notepads, but Dr. Anderson merely continued to stare at me, leaving his notepad untouched in his lap. Under that gaze, I felt small and vulnerable, and wanted to fidget even more. 

    “I see,” he said again, tapping his pencil against pursed lips. Finally, he glanced down at the pad on his lap, and the baleful Stare of Doom released me. Too soon, he soon focused the Stare back on me. Frodo couldn’t have been more terrified when Sauron’s gaze swept over him. 

    “Do you and your friends do any recreational drugs while enacting your fantasy?”

    “No! We don’t do any of that!”

    “Well, Mr. Morgenstern, I have reports here about your behavior over the last several weeks that models addiction very closely. You’ve been showing signs of euphoria, withdrawal, and aggression. Your behavior has been erratic, and you have lashed out at your teachers with open hostility and been in fights at school and in town. Your health has been suffering, and you haven’t been doing well in class. Were you perhaps looking for a more real experience for your fantasy world?”

    “Uh, no!” I protested, even though it would do no good. 

    It wasn’t just that I knew he could throw me in the Cuckoo Nest; it chilled me to my core to have my thoughts about addiction thrown back at me by this stranger. That cold, malevolent gaze pierced me, saw my guilt. 

    “Look, I can explain all that! Miss Kramer always had it in for me! She made me fail a calculus assignment…” I petered off under the pressure of his gaze; he added paranoia to my list of ills. I tried again, “Look, my life has just had a lot of ups and downs lately.” In a flash of brilliance I added, “I met a girl, and she has rocked my world. She’s been keeping me off-balance, that’s all.”

    “I see. Is this girl by chance Miss Washington?” he asked. 

    Okay, maybe not so brilliant. 

    “No. No,” I insisted, trying for sincerity, which he probably wouldn’t buy. “Jen is my best friend’s little sister. She’s just a kid. It’s another girl.”

    “Does this girl have a name?”

    “Uh… I’d rather not say.”

    His delicate eyebrows arched. “Why not?” 

    I cast about for an answer and gave the best I could come up with. “Uh, well my parents wouldn’t approve of her.” The understatement of the year, but it had the advantage of being true. 

    “Is that because she’s older than you? Perhaps more worldly?”

    Great, I thought, he’s heading back to the drugs. 

    “Uh. No. But she’s…she’s got a tattoo!” Sheesh, did I actually say that?

    “A tattoo?” he said without changing his stare. 

    Didn’t this guy ever blink?

    “Uh, yeah, and some piercings. My parents don’t approve of piercings.” Another finalist in the lamest excuse of the year contest. Inspiration struck me, “And we broke up.” Pushed by his unrelenting gaze, I almost added, “Because she did drugs,” but I made my saving throw and shut up. 

    Disbelief beamed across to me in his stare. “So, you’re saying that your relationship with this girl caused all of your behavioral issues?”

    “Yes. I mean, no! Not everything. The fight at school started when I tried to defend Jen against some bullies.” 

    Now he chose to write something in his book. I don’t know which was worse, the writing or the stare. After a couple of minutes of writing, the Gaze of Sauron’s little brother again swept onto me. 

    “Do the words Illyria or El-Say-ya mean anything to you?” 

    This came from so far left field he was transporting thoughts across a state line. I gaped at him. I just couldn’t catch my balance with this guy. 

    “Uh, yeah, those are from my game. Seru is the name of the world, Illyria is a city-state there, and Il Saia is the high priestess of the Illyrians. Why?”

    “She mentions those words a lot. She sometimes seems to think she’s this El-Say-ya. Tell me, what does this high priestess worship? Is it the devil?”

    Again, he caught me blindsided. “No! She’s a priestess of life, the leader of her people. She protects them and keeps them safe.”

    “Safe from what?”

    “Well…” I shrugged. “Everything.”

    “Tell me, are there trees in your fantasy game that attack people?”

    “Maybe. I guess in the black forests there might be.”

    “Might be? I thought you designed this world?”

    “I do, but I haven’t disco—er, defined every little part of it yet.”

    “You were going to say, 'discovered'. Does this world exist on its own, separate from you?”

    Gaaah! “No, it’s just imaginary!”

    “I see. So, has she ever interacted with evil trees in your game?”

    “No. Why?” 

    He tapped his pencil against his mouth a few more times. “Jennifer keeps talking about the end of the world and evil trees. She says we’re in danger from the shadows living inside of the trees, who are going to exact horrible vengeance against humanity.” He must have caught something in my face, because he stopped. “Is this out of your Dungeons and Dragons fantasy?”

    That ruffled my feathers a bit, but again, I didn’t bother to correct him. “Well, in my world, a plague of shadow creatures has been released, but they don’t have anything to do with trees. They’re like demons, released from the shadow realm by Illyria’s enemies, threatening the world, but she wouldn’t know about that. I haven’t finished designing that campaign, and I’ve never told anyone about it.”

    “Hmm,” he said, tapping again. “Could she have seen any of your notes?”

    “I doubt it, but I suppose it’s possible.”

    He continued staring me into near hysteria, asking me questions for another fifteen minutes or so. He kept probing for more details, but nothing new surfaced. Finally, he leaned back with the pencil hand back on the arm of the chair. 

    “Okay, I think we’ve covered everything. Thank you for your time, Mr. Morgenstern.”

    “That’s it?” I had been bracing myself for handcuffs, a straitjacket, or worse. I had convinced myself that he had trained in the Mengele School of Psychiatry, and I had a hard time believing it was over, that I would leave with all my organs intact. 

    “Yes. Shall we go back and see your mom?” 

    “Uh, sure.”

    We walked back out to the waiting room. I had never been so glad to see my mom’s kind smile. 

    Unfortunately, it wasn’t quite over. Dr. Mengele asked Mom if they could talk privately for a moment. My anxiety spiked again, and became worse as I sat in the uncomfortable chair for a ten-minute eternity before Mom came out alone with her lips tightened and her jaw set in a sober expression. 

    We drove in silence all the way home. The doctor’s little private talk with her made me nervous, but I felt almost giddy with relief to be away from that devil stare. The silence suited me just fine. Once home, in the kitchen, and sitting at the table, she turned to me with a sad, compassionate face. Uh oh. 

    “Finn, why didn’t you tell me or your dad you were having such troubles with your girlfriend?”

    Of all the things she could have asked, this one I could answer truthfully. “Mom, I’m just embarrassed. I didn’t think you’d understand.”

    “Finn, you realize your dad and I were both teenagers, don’t you?”

    “Sure, but you aren’t now. You’re my parents, and there are some things that are hard to talk to parents about.”

    She reached out her arms. “Oh, my poor dear. Come here.”

    I went and got a great big hug, and, as always, my problems seemed a little smaller. 

    After she released me from her motherly interrogation, I had to go be by myself a bit to sooth my jangled nerves. The doctor probably fed me more than I had given him, and I needed to digest it further.

    All thoughts of sanity aside, it seemed that Jen had been hit with a vision from the dreamstone, one more like my latest overwhelming visions than the gentle inspiration I’d received before. 

    Could it be that my involvement and the stick’s presence had somehow made the vision more powerful and shattered Jen’s hold on reality? Could this be the power of the heart that Shaman Jeff warned me about?

    I tried to remember if Jim and I had both held the crystal; we had, and it hadn’t bothered him a bit. The only difference with Jen was Spring’s presence. Somehow, she must have done something to Jen. After all, she’d proven herself capable of giving me visions. If that were true, I had to get her to reverse whatever she had done to Jen. 

    That thought brought me some hope. Maybe we would be able to fix the damage to Jen without having to let anyone else know about Spring.

    


Drain

    That night, I waited for Spring with some trepidation. I was determined to get answers from her while I was fully awake, but of course, I fell asleep. 

    Incredibly soft, warm, and familiar lips touched mine, waking me. It took me some effort to throw off my sleep, and I found it even harder to stop her amorous touch. The familiar urgency I always felt in her presence threatened to wash me away. 

    “Wait,” I begged. “Wait.”

    She frowned, puzzled, and sat back, straddling me, her pubic hair pressed against my groin. I tried not to groan. She waited for me to speak. 

    Tearing my gaze from her mesmerizing form, I instead stared into her deep green, beautiful eyes. Damn, she seriously screwed with my concentration. When turning away didn’t help, I closed my eyes and asked her, “What did you do to Jennifer?”

    When she didn’t say anything, I risked a glance at her face. Her raised eyebrows expressed what she wasn’t saying: “Who?” 

    “The girl—the one who visited the other morning—who ran from the room when you broke the window.” Will she deny breaking it?

    In her soft, melodic voice, she replied, “That one. She tried to hurt This One. She tried to take This One from me.” Spring leaned forward and put her hand on my chest, and she growled, “This One is mine!”

    She leaned closer, her intentions plain in the sultry gaze she pinned me with.

    I gulped and put out my hand, closed my eyes again and forced myself to think. “Wait. Wait. What did you do to her? Did you hurt her?”

    “No. She ran away scared when she saw me. Away from This One. Away from mine,” she said. 

    The soft puffs of her words caressed my lips from inches away, and the smell of her filled me with giddiness and lust. 

    Just before our lips touched, she said, “No one will hurt or take This One. This One is mine.”

    The feeling was mutual, and I gave in to Mom Nature, or at least her sexy daughter. All my worries washed away in a flood of hormones and ecstasy. One last happy and wondrous thought caught my mind. What did I do to deserve this?

    My last thought echoed in my mind the next morning when my dad walked into my room and shook me awake. I don’t know how long he had been shaking, but I woke out of a dream of riding in the beat up old pick-up we'd first used at the mound. 

    “Okay, Dad,” I mumbled into the pillow. “I’m awake. I’m awake.”

    He ceased shaking me and stood back. “Finn, what is going on with you? What happened to your room?”

    I squinted around through half-lidded eyes at the sheets and blankets all scattered and piled up on the floor. My pillow had been so traumatized, it was hiding under my desk. How did it even get there? I don’t remember doing that. 

    “Uh, just dreaming I guess.”

    “You look terrible. You look like you didn’t get to sleep at all. Are you having anxiety attacks again?”

    “Uh, no, Dad,” I said. I followed with the story that seemed to be working whenever anyone else asked. “I’ve just been having a hard time with this girl.” The understatement of the century. “I haven’t been able to get to sleep at night.”

    I could almost hear my dad’s Finn-dar going off in his head, but he didn’t challenge my story. “Finn, I know at your age girls seem like the most important thing in your life, and I know how they can get under your skin, but you have to let this one go. She’s killing you.” He paused, then he headed out the door while saying, “Anyway, it’s time to get up. I need your help with the deck today.”

    After he left, I crawled out of bed and started sifting through the piles for some suitable clothes. 

    “She's killing you”, rang through my head. 

    I paused in front of my dresser mirror to examine myself. My pale complexion made me appear half-dead, and my eyes had big dark circles under them. The black stick hung from its string around my neck, its color seeming to emphasize my pallor. I tried to run a hand through my disheveled hair with no effect. It sprang back looking like wild grass. There wasn’t much point in a shower given my dad’s plan for me today, so, I got dressed, put on a cap, and headed downstairs.

    That day I pounded Dr. Pepper just to keep functioning. Even so, I fell asleep after lunch, and my dad had to get me up again. Like working in a labor camp, the day was endless and exhausting. We had to dig about a million holes three feet deep for the piers to hold up the deck. I couldn’t believe how many it took to hold up a few boards. This deck would survive the next ice age. It didn’t help that my dad was sharp and abrupt all day. 

    When I asked him what was up, he snapped, “Nothing, Finn. Is that hole ready yet?”

    Once, when I went in for water, I found my mom peering out the kitchen window at Dad with concern. The look she cast to me was, if anything, even more worry-filled. 

    For the third or fourth time that day, she said, “Finn, honey, I’m worried about you. You look terrible.”

    I didn’t answer, because I didn’t have an answer that would satisfy her. “Mom, what’s eating Dad today?”

    “I suppose he didn’t tell you?”

    “No,” I said, alarmed. “What is it?”

    “I suppose, your dad should tell you, but he probably won’t, and I think it’s something you need to know.”

    “What is it?”

    “Last night after you went to bed, we talked about Jen, and I told him what the doctor had said. He took it pretty hard when I told him that they diagnosed her with a psychotic break.”

    “He did?”

    “Yes, I know he has never said anything, but your birth mom, his first wife, had a psychological breakdown as well. She became paranoid, panicky, and confused. It happened a short while after you were conceived. All during her pregnancy with you, they kept her in an institution, under watch.”

    I gaped at her. My gut clenched like someone had punched me. The thought about my mom carrying me while trapped in a mental institution pushed all my buttons. “I…” I had no idea what to say. “I… that’s awful. I didn’t know.”

    She took me into her arms and gave me a big hug. “Of course you didn’t. No one ever told you.”

    I leaned into her hug; it had been a long time since I had hugged my mom like this; she seemed too short. My eyes were level with the top of her head, and I tilted my head down to rest it against hers. This information reinforced my doubts about my own sanity. 

    “Do you think it’s something I inherited?”

    She hugged me tighter. “Oh, honey, I don’t think so. You’re one of the most stable and sane people I know.”

    I swallowed hard, trying not to let any tears fall. What would she think if I told her what’s been happening to me? I almost did—almost.

    I tried to think about something else. “That must have been terrible for Dad.”

    “Yes, he told me it was the hardest time in his life. They hadn’t been able to conceive for several years, and then, after he returned from a long trip, they managed to conceive you. It should have been the happiest time of their lives.”

    “No wonder he’s in such a mood.”

    “He told me that the only thing that calmed her down and brought her peace was talking about you. She loved you with all her heart until the day she died.”

    A lump squeezed my throat. If all the movies and TV series I watched could be given credence, I was pretty atypical when it came to having an adoptive parent. I had never been too curious about my biological mom. I loved the one I had, and she returned it tenfold. I had a deep bond with both my parents, and that had always seemed enough. To hear about what my birth mom went through carrying me to term shifted everything around. 

    I couldn’t think of anything else to say, so I just gave her another big hug. “Thank you for telling me, Mom.” After that, I had a lot more empathy for my dad’s mood, and I tried to keep everything as drama-free as possible. I don’t think he noticed, but I didn’t need him to. Sometimes you just have to give to the ones you love. 

    Late that afternoon when he called it quits, my legs and arms quivered with exhaustion, and the world spun about my head. I wanted nothing more than to sleep, but I had to talk to Gregg about Jen. I needed to know more, and I had to see Jen. I didn’t know if I could do anything for her, but maybe I could explain to her what might have happened and help straighten her out.

    Gregg wouldn’t answer his cell or his home phone, so I went over to his house. Tired and determined, I fought through my fatigue and walked past the three intervening houses with their large acre yards. When I reached the door and knocked, Gregg answered both my prayers and my knock when he opened the door. Worry and fatigue had drained his face and put black circles under his dark eyes.

    He scowled at me. “What do you want?”

    “Gregg, I have to talk to you. I have to find out what’s happening with Jen. I feel responsible, but I have no idea what happened!”

    “Well, no one does, but you obviously did something to hurt her.”

    “No, I swear Gregg! Come on, this is me, Finn! I have a hard time stepping on ants. You know I’d never do anything to hurt her.” I yearned so desperately for him to believe me, I put every ounce of sincerity I had into my voice. I just needed him to believe. In my mind I kept repeating over and over, Come on, Gregg, believe me! Believe me! 

    Something passed through his eyes, and he finally relented. “Oh shit Finn. I believe you. I know you didn’t do anything to hurt her.” Then, without warning, his face crumpled, and he began crying. “It’s just so damn scary! It’s like she can’t tell the difference between reality and fantasy, and I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to help her.”

    In a welter of confused emotions, I gave him an awkward hug. “I know, bud, I know.” 

    I guided him into the house, and we sat down in the living room. We reclined in the dark since all the curtains were closed. Gregg just sat with his head in his hands, shaking. 

    I opened the curtains to let the late afternoon sunlight shine in, and gave Gregg a chance to collect himself. When the time seemed right, I asked, “Gregg, can you please tell me what’s going on with her?”

    He stared at me through red eyes as I handed him a tissue. He cleaned his nose and mouth before speaking. 

    “She’s really messed up. One minute she’s fine, and then the next, she’s panicking about the end of the world. She rambles on about weird stuff or talks about wanting to go back to Illyria or about how your tree is evil and how it hates her and the entire world, and how she wants to destroy it. She doesn’t make any sense. The doctors say she had a “psychotic break” and they give her drugs, but they just seem to make her tired and dopey.”

    I wanted to tell Gregg my theory about what had happened to Jen, but I couldn’t speak until I was more certain. “Can we go see her?”

    “I don’t know. They don’t like her to have too many visitors. The doctor says company gets her more confused and agitated. He barely lets us in.”

    “Gregg, I need to see her. I need at least to let her know that I’m there for her, too. Maybe she’ll understand, maybe she won’t. I just need to see her.”

    Uncertainty flashed across his face, but I had swayed him. “I’ll have to ask my parents when they get home. 

    Those were the words I needed to hear, and I had a brief moment to savor the relief they brought. A wave of dizziness washed through my mind, and I collapsed on the couch next to Gregg. 

    “Bro, what’s wrong?”

    “Oh, nothing,” I mumbled. “I just haven’t been sleeping lately.”

    “You look like crap, Finn.”

    My smile felt unnatural and stiff. “Thanks, Gregg. I love you, too.” 

    I tried to swallow past my suddenly thick tongue. “I have to tell you something. Something about what’s happening to me. It’s hard to believe, but you have to listen to me…”

    The dizziness returned, more intense than before. My vision blurred and darkened around the corners. Red colored my sight. “I… uh… my dreamstone… I mean… my tree… oh, I don’t feel so good…”

    Darkness closed around me.

     

    


Rude Awakening

    A persistent, loud buzzing and burbling sound surrounded me. I spun around and looked up at a giant old-style percolating coffee pot towering over me. The pot started with a low rumbling, which turned into a roar. The roar reached a peak, and the coffee spurted up and hit the little glass cap on top. It paused for a moment, gave a loud sigh, and then, the rumble started again. The noise shook my whole body. I held my ears, but the sound didn’t stop. I tried to walk away, but it followed me. I started running faster and faster, but I couldn’t outrun the coffee pot...

    I opened my eyes. I wasn’t at home, but on my back in a hospital bed, in a hospital room with a tube in my arm and a little machine in the corner softly beeping. What the…? The loud burbling sound resolved into my dad slouching in a corner chair, snoring like he meant it. 

    “Dad?” I asked hesitantly. Then, I added a little more power to my voice. “Dad!”

    He awoke mid-snort, sat up, and blinked at me, his glasses askew. When he saw me awake, he jumped out of his chair and rushed to my side. “Finn! Thank God! It’s good to see you awake.”

    He gave me an awkward hug, leaning over the rail on my bed with me trying to return it. It was strangely hard to lift my arms.

    “Dad, what happened?”

    He pulled back and pent up tears pooled in his eyes. He murmured, “You’re in the hospital, son. We couldn’t wake you up.” Raw emotion choked him. “We were so scared. You were in a coma.”

    “Well, I feel okay now. A little tired, I guess.”

    “Finn, you’ve been unconscious for two days.”

    Shocked, I tried to sit up in the bed. The blankets fought back, heavier than I could handle, and my muscles simply refused to move. I gave up and just lay back. 

    “Do they know what’s wrong?” I asked, trying to hide the growing suspicion that I already knew what had happened. 

    “No, that’s what got us all really worried. The docs have done all sorts of tests on you. They haven’t been able to find any cause. Your iron levels are low, but not enough to do this. They couldn’t find any tumors, evidence of a concussion, or heart problems.”

    “Wow!” I put my hands on my head. They moved like someone had attached lead weights. “Dad! Where is my necklace?”

    “Don’t worry son. It's safe.” 

    “Dad! I need it. Where is it?”

    With a frown and a worried glance, he got up, went to the closet, and came back with my necklace-cum-stick-on-a-string. I groped for it, leaning forward in the bed as far as my drained muscles would allow. He gave it to me, and I put it back on with a sigh of relief. Just having it on took the exhaustion and weight off my body almost immediately.

    He stood next to the bed watching me with questioning eyes, though he remained silent. 

    I had to answer his unspoken question. “I don’t know, Dad, it just makes me feel better to have this near me.”

    “Okay, son. Whatever you need.” 

    A wave of tiredness swept through me when I turned to him again. “I know it’s silly, but I really like them. They… they remind me of the dig and all the time we spent together there.”

    His face relaxed. “Okay, well, you have them now. Get some more rest.” 

    I closed my eyes, safe enough to allow the exhaustion to claim me again.

    When I opened them again, I was alone with a petite, perky, blond nurse busying herself with my various bags. She saw me tracking her and gave me a cute, dimpled smile. “Hi, there. How are you feeling?”

    I thought about it for a second. Everything seemed in order—nothing felt horrible, except the empty rumbling of my gut. “Uh, not bad. Tired. Thirsty. Hungry.”

    “Well, I’ll get you some water. Drink up, and then feel free to hang out and sleep some more.” 

    “No problem there.”

    She brought me a cup of water from a pitcher on the nightstand next to the bed and then did some mysterious things with the machines attached to me. I watched her while I went through three more cups of water. Her name tag dubbed her Kati, (with an I). A bright perky name for a bright perky nurse.

    After she finished, she left me a full pitcher and then hustled out. “Good night. I’ll stop back in a few hours.” I couldn’t wait to see her again. I drifted back to a dreamless sleep, surrounded by the ever-changing tune that I could hear in my mind once more.

    To my disappointment, I woke up that morning to a new nurse. He was also short and looked Lebanese or something swarthy and dark with a seven o’clock shadow. Definitely not cute. I woke as he poured a dark yellow liquid from a bag by my bed into a graduated container. As soon as I recognized that the liquid was urine, I fumbled around with my covers and my flowered gown and discovered that I had become a cyborg, wearing diapers. The diapers were bad enough, but it freaked me out to see a plastic tube sticking out of a place that nothing should ever be sticking out of. 

    I must have looked as stunned and violated as I felt, but Nurse Hairy didn’t slow down or even blink. After seeing the mess downstairs, I was grateful he wasn’t the cute nurse from the night before. Then, I wondered who had stuck it in me or how someone could even do something like that. I lay back, sickness rising in my stomach, while Hairy finished his checklist. 

    As he packed up to go, another guy brought in breakfast. With my recent discovery, I didn’t expect to have any appetite at all, but just the thought of food got my saliva going. The smell made my stomach grumble, and I watched eagerly as he lifted the plastic lid off the breakfast dish.

    All of you who have ever been in a hospital should know the end of this story. Gray eggs, gray sausage, gray porridge-like stuff, and a plain piece of white toast. All topped off with that nasty OJ in the little steel can.

    I devoured it all, and it was wonderful. I was searching for more when my parents came in. My heart swelled three sizes when I saw them. I suddenly realized how fragile my mood had been since waking up in the hospital. Fear, vulnerability, and loneliness had been my sole companions since then. I needed my mom, and she must have known it, because she rushed over to me and gave me a big hug while my dad stood by in silence. When you’re low, nothing makes you feel quite so much better as your Mom.

    “Oh, sweetie! You had us so scared!” She pulled back from her hug, and I got a good look at her face. I immediately forgot about how good she made me feel.

    Her pale face, sunken cheeks, and the dark circles under her eyes made me wonder if she had been getting visits from her own dryad. Tears ran down her tired face, and my heart twisted with guilt. I started blinking fast to get rid of my own tears.

    “I’m okay, Mom. I feel a lot better. Cut it out, or we’ll both be bawling!”

    She gave me a weak smile and sniffled back the tears. Her cool hands covered mine, and she searched my face like she could find answers to some question there if she looked hard enough

    “I was just tired, I guess,” I offered.

    “No, Finn, you weren’t just tired.” My dad stepped forward. 

    I looked at him, but couldn’t see his eyes because of the reflection of the light off his glasses. It gave him an ominous look, or perhaps that came from his words. 

    “You were comatose. You were completely unresponsive in the ICU for a day, and nobody could figure out what had happened to you. We didn’t know if you were going to live or die.”

    My eyes widened as I digested this little new tidbit. Whoa! I hadn’t considered the seriousness of what had happened to me. When it settled in just how bad my condition had been, I trembled. 

    Mom ran a hand over my hair. “Sweetheart, is there anything you can tell us?”

    Panic bubbled up in my chest. “Uh, no, I’ve just been really tired and stressed lately.”

    My dad moved closer, and my relief at finally seeing his eyes evaporated when I saw what they contained. He had the face he got when he was about to call bullshit on one of my lies.

    “Finn, people don’t fall into a coma for three days because they’re just stressed. What aren’t you telling us?”

    Nothing I could say would help. I could imagine their joy when I told them my condition came from being loved to death by a mythical creature who lived in our tree. They’d put me away for certain. Either that or think I was covering for worse things. 

    “No, nothing, Dad!”

    He leaned closer. “Finn…,” he began, menace in his voice.

    I started to freak; my blood ran cold, I had to grip the covers to keep my hands from shaking, and my heart slammed against my ribs. If I told them, they’d take her away from me. They might even take the heart from me. I couldn’t let that happen. My breath started coming in short gasps as anxiety launched me into a full-fledged panic attack. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t relax, my hands clenched into fists, and I became lightheaded.

    My dad’s face turned from anger to concern. He and Mom both recognized the symptoms, though it hadn’t happened for several years.

    “Finn,” my dad spoke in a controlled and even voice. “Listen to me. It’s okay. You’re not in trouble. Your mom and I are both here. You’re safe. Finn, remember the light, remember the warmth, you’re safe. Your mom and I are both here…”

    He repeated the familiar words over and over. With difficulty, I tried to imagine the warm yellow sphere of light surrounding me, protecting me. When I finally brought it up, its warmth surrounded me, calmed me, and made me feel safe. 

    The protection of the light enabled me to pull back from the panic. My breath slowed, and the world refocused. Tears streamed down my face. I wasn’t sure if they came from the fear or the release from it.

    Mom had leaned over me and stroked my head and face with warm hands and love in her eyes. She repeated, “It’s okay, sweetheart. It’s okay.” 

    I cried more when it hit me how much my parents loved and supported me. I cried from relief, and I cried because I couldn’t tell them what was happening. Hey, you wake up in a hospital after all this weird shit, and you'd be crying too.

    My sobs eventually subsided into ragged breaths and then came the inevitable: I got the hiccups.

    I tried telling them that I was all right. It came out, “I’m (hic)… I’m (hic)…I’m (hic)…” Frustrated, I cried, “Arrrrrggghhhh! (hic)!” 

    We all started laughing. I had always hated the fact that I got hiccups after crying, and my parents gave me endless good-natured grief about it. Now, the noise came as a great tension breaker and mood lifter, but if you have never tried laughing with the hiccups, I wouldn’t recommend it. It hurts!

    After holding my nose and drinking a glass of water with a knife sticking out of it, I conquered my nemesis. With a final hic of promised return, the hiccups crawled back to wherever they came from. I lay back with a heavy sigh and turned to my parents. 

    “Dad, I can’t tell you what’s happening to me or why. I would if I could. If I knew what was really happening, I’d tell you.” I strode the fence between truth and lies, searching for balance and the right words. “I swear I don’t do drugs! I don’t even drink! You know that.”

    Mom threw in her towel with me. “We do know that, honey. We’re just worried about you, and want some explanation. The doctors can’t give us one.”

    “So, they don’t know what happened?” I asked.

    “No, they ran every test they could think of. At first, they thought it must have had something to do with the head trauma you suffered, but there isn’t any swelling in your brain. After that, they tested your blood, your liver, your heart. They looked for poisons or chemicals. Then, sometime during the evening, the doctors told us that you had come out of the coma by yourself and had slipped into a deep sleep. They didn’t know why that happened, either.”

    “Wow.”

    “Yeah, wow,” she agreed in a soft voice.

    After that, they filled me in on what I had missed while off in my own little ya-ya land, which wasn’t much. We chatted, gossiped, and when that died down, we relied on our old hospital staple: we worked together on the crossword puzzle in the daily paper.

    During this time, a couple of nurses (or aides or orderlies or whatever) bustled through the room. The hospital color-coded them, but I never found a key to the code, and truthfully, I never got curious enough to ask.

    Then hell sent its emissary, announced by a quick double rap on the open door. When I looked to see Dr. “Gazer Beam” Mengele in all his cherubic, blue-eyed menace, my heart flip-flopped. Oh, crap!

    “May I come in?” He walked right into the room without waiting for an answer.

    “Dr. Anderson!” Mom said getting up. “It’s good to see you again.” She rose to shake his hand and motioned to my dad. “Dr. Anderson, this is Jack, my husband.” 

    The two men shook hands with polite greetings.

    “Good to meet ya,” my dad said.

    “The pleasure is mine.” The spotlight of his attention quickly swept my direction. “And, good to see you, young man!” he chirped, walking over to the bed with his hand outstretched. This time, I was prepared for his vice grip and suffered only minor nerve damage to my pinky.

    “You gave your parents quite the scare.” He waited in blink-less anticipation for my reply.

    “Uh, yeah, I guess so.”

    “Dr. Anderson, what brings you here today?” asked my dad.

    “Oh, I wanted to check on Finn, and I was hoping I could get a word with him.”

    “About what?” Dad asked, suspicion tingeing his voice. He seemed more reserved around the good doctor than my mom. 

    The doctor’s gaze turned on him. “Oh, I was just hoping we could chat some more about the day that young Jennifer's troubles started. I hoped I might find some connection between Finn’s collapse and what happened to her.”

    “Well, the doctors would be in a better position to answer that.” 

    You go, Dad!

    Anderson replied in a reasonable tone. “Some of it only Finn can answer. I’m trying to understand the basis for Jennifer’s paranoia. At least some of it is rooted in your son’s fantasy world.”

    Uh-oh!

    “We’re putting that behind us for a while,” said my dad with finality. “How is his game connected to Jennifer’s condition?”

    “There seems to be some connection with his world. He and I discussed this briefly before. She talks a lot about some place called Illyria, and sometimes she seems to think she’s Il Saia, a high priestess in your son’s fantasy-land. There seems to be some threat linked…” He trailed off when he saw my dad’s face. 

    It had gone still and white.

    “What’s wrong, Mr. Morgenstern?” 

    “Jack, are you okay?” my mom chimed in when he didn’t answer.

    Without leaving whatever world had captured him, my dad said, “I’m sorry, I’ve got to go.” He turned and swept from the room.

    “Jack?” called my mom. She turned to us and said, “Sorry, I need to go see if he’s all right.”

    “Certainly, I understand,” said Dr. Anderson to my mom’s retreating back. 

    He turned to me. “Did I say something to upset him?”

    “Uh, I don’t know.” This seemed to be my standard response lately. I was worried about my dad, too. I’d never seen him so rattled. “Maybe he feels sick or something?”

    “No doubt.” A cheery smile lighted his mouth. “He didn’t eat the hospital food, did he?” I snorted, warming to Anderson a tiny bit at his show of lame humor. 

    The moment didn’t last, though, and the cold front moved back in. “So, can we take this moment while your dad is indisposed to talk?”

    “Uh, about what?”

    The laser stare fired up again, and I finally understood how an atom could be cooled to near absolute zero by a laser. 

    “Let’s start with what brought you here to the hospital.”

    “I, uh, got sick and fell unconscious?” 

    “Why did that happen?”

    “I don’t know.”

    “Are you sure? Is there perhaps something you’re not sharing?” 

    I squirmed under his scrutiny, so I tried what had worked minutes before. “I can’t tell you what happened to me.”

    “You can’t or you won’t?” he responded, as intent as a hound on a fresh trail.

    Shit! “I don’t know anything that can help you.” 

    I tried not to fidget under his never-ending Stare-O-Doom. “Listen, I’m awfully tired. Can we talk about this later?” I threw him a bone. “I promise I’ll think about it, and if I come up with anything, I’ll let you know.”

    The bone hit him on the nose and fell disregarded to the floor. He continued to stare at me.

    “Really,” I added, trying to ooze sincerity out every pore, drooping my eyelids for that extra verisimilitude. “I’m really beat, and I need some sleep.”

    Dr. Anderson at last pulled out his forgotten charm. “Of course. You’ve had a trying experience. Get some rest, young man, and we can talk again tomorrow.”

    Without more ado, he turned and left. 

    I sighed in relief, and felt even better when minutes later my maître d' arrived with my delicious, or at least nutritious, lunch.

    My mom came back to collect their things. Her brow was creased and her shoulders rigid. 

    I swallowed my partially-chewed gray mouthful and asked, “Is Dad all right?”

    “I’m sure he is, sweetheart, but we’re heading home to let him rest.” 

    “What happened?”

    She gave me a half-hearted smile. “It’s probably just a bug.” Then, coat in hand and her purse over her arm, she came over, gave me a hug, and a better smile. “I’ll be back this evening to check on you. Anything I can bring?”

    “Yeah, an extra-large pizza with the works! They don’t feed me enough to keep a gnat alive.”

    “I’ll see what I can do. Now, get some rest!” She tousled my hair and left with a quick, “I love you, kiddo! See you soon.”

    I lay back and thought about what I had seen with my dad. Something Dr. Mengele had said about Jennifer had rattled him. Could it have been Anderson’s mention that my gaming was somehow involved in her breakdown? God, I hoped he didn’t think my game did this to her. He never approved of the hours I spent gaming—in his mind, I could have been more constructive with our time. I think only my mom’s intervention kept him from shutting me down sooner. That made me think about his latest ban on gaming. I hated the idea of losing it. It was an important part of my social life. I'd probably move out first.

    I was busy flushing that particular toilet-full when I realized my right hand was grasping the heart again. On impulse, I took the strings holding it from around my neck and dangled the object in front of my eyes. I dropped it into my hand and knew that my dream about it had been true. This really was the Heart of Wendigota. As with my dryad, I had actually believed this for some time now, but I don’t know when that belief had been born. The beating black heart of my dream had somehow become a black stick in my hand, pulsing out a beat in my head.

    Jeff the shaman had warned me that it could awaken other spirits. Could it be that was why Spring comes to see me every night? Does she really want the heart? Could she kill me to get it? Will I have to get rid of the heart and Spring to survive? Crap. Then, I made the basic mistake of those not sufficiently versed in the irony of life, and I thought, How could things get any worse?

    Of course, Gregg chose that moment to show up.

    “Hey, Gregg!” I said when he walked in, trying to wrench my mind back into mundane affairs. 

    He just scowled at me, shut the door to the room, and came over to my bed. “What the hell have you been up to, Morgenstern?” 

    “What do you mean? I’ve been—”

    “Don’t you ‘what do you mean’ me, white boy! Something’s going on. People don’t just up and collapse for three days without a reason. People don’t just lose their minds for no reason. You’re going to tell me what’s happening, or I’m going to beat it out of you. Are you on something? Have you been feeding my sister some sort of shit?”

    “No I haven’t! I would never!”

    He narrowed his eyes at that, and his nose scrunched up like a beast’s. “Spill, or I’ll gut you like a trout.”

    I took a deep breath. “Listen, Gregg, something’s going on, but I can’t tell you right now.”

    “Why the hell not?” he growled. 

    “Because you won’t believe me.”

    “Try me.”

    “No, I wouldn’t even believe me if I hadn’t been living through it.”

    “You’re gonna tell me!” He balled his hands into fists, each about half the size of my head. 

    I shied back from the threat of incipient violence. “I will! I promise, I’ll tell you.”

    “I’m waiting.”

    “I’ll tell you when I get back home.”

    “The hell you will!”

    I raised my hands to stop him. “Gregg, I promise I’ll tell you, but I can’t tell you here. You won’t believe me. I have to show you when I get home. I promise. Trust me, please. Maybe, once you know, you can help me figure out how to help Jen.”

    He eased up, but his eyes were still slits of anger. “Boy, this had better be good, or I will mess you up. If you’re in some way responsible for what happened with Jen, so help me…”

    I swallowed hard as he whirled around and stalked back out the door. Gregg avoided fights as much as I did, but I had no doubt about the sincerity of his threat. The door slammed shut behind him.

    After Gregg left me, I fell into a funk. Yup, things could always get worse.

    My misery occupied me for quite some time, I paid little attention to anything else happening outside of the closed door until I heard, “There’s our mystery man!”

    I looked up to see Dr. Bouras, our family doctor. A smallish, roundish, brownish, oldish man with a kind face and a higher voice than you’d expect from someone of his heft, he always was friendly and interested in whatever I had to tell him. He strolled into my room with his open smile. “Mighty Finn! How are you feeling?”

    “Good.”

    “Good, eh?” he said with a quizzical expression.

    “Well, better at least. I’m still a bit tired.”

    Dr. Bouras walked over to the bed, dropped the handrail on the side, and sat down next to me. “Tired? That’s it? Dead seemed more likely when we brought you in.”

    “Practice your bedside manner much?” I quipped to try and shake the chill from his words.

    “Nope,” he joked. “I’m usually just sticking things into various orifices in my offices. I don’t get to do the hospital beds very often. You’ve presented quite a poser, young man. You’ve had all your doctors utterly flummoxed. Young men your age generally don’t fall into random comas unless there is something quite wrong with them. I’ve talked to several of the specialists who’ve seen you, and they haven’t come up with any good theories as to why you collapsed. Your heart appears to be in good shape, you don’t show any signs of epilepsy or liver or kidney failure or mono, your blood work came back clean with no poisons or drugs. They found a little anemia, that’s it. Even your brain scans came back without giving us a clue. A whole troop worked on you, and all they could say was that you were just shutting down.”

    “Where are all these guys? I haven’t seen any of them, yet.”

    A grin cracked his mouth. “Well, I suspect some have decided to quit their day jobs, and are out getting drunk.” He paused. “Mostly, they’re off helping people who they know they can help. Finn, Is there anything you can tell me that might give these poor guys a small push in some direction?”

    Yes, look up “dryad”. “Uh no,” I said, guilty again. I decided to stick as close to the truth as possible without being shut away in the loony bin. “I’ve been under a lot of stress. I met this girl, and things aren’t working out too well. We are from extremely different worlds, and I think she wants things from me that I can’t give. I’ve been wiped out, and I haven’t been getting much sleep. It’s really tearing me down.”

    Dr. Bouras digested this for a minute. I couldn’t tell if he bought any of it, but he said, “If this young lady is giving you such fits, perhaps you need to cut your losses and let her go her own way.” My face must have reflected how that thought struck me. A kick in the gut couldn’t have hurt like hearing this echo of my own thoughts. 

    I rallied my arguments and replied, “But, when it’s good, doc, it is amazing! I’ve never met anyone who makes me feel like this.”

    “So, are you sexually active with her?”

    “Uh, yeah.” 

    He chewed on that for a moment. 

    “Well, Finn, I’ve never heard of sex or a bad relationship causing a coma, but it seems to me that you’re in the throes of some serious chemistry with this girl. A lot of that is due to your age. I know teenagers don’t like to hear this, but much of what you’re feeling comes from raging hormones. Trust me. If this girl is causing you this amount of anxiety and stress, then you’re better off without her. You’ll find someone else, and you’ll be just as crazy about her. Hopefully, though, she’ll make you feel good, not bad.”

    What he said made sense, but it didn’t apply in my case, and I couldn’t explain to him why. 

    I nodded at him from my bed with pursed lips. I hoped I looked thoughtful enough for him to think I was really considering his advice. I mean, his advice really was sound, but it just didn’t apply to Spring and me. He couldn’t possibly know the way she made me feel.

    I looked into his eyes, to convince him of my sincerity and said, “I guess I never thought of it that way. Thanks.” I hoped it would satisfy him.

    Satisfied or not, he moved on to other subjects. 

    “So, you’re sure you aren’t taking any recreational drugs?”

    I kept my eye contact and shook my head.

    “I’m not trying to get you into trouble Finn. I’m trying help you get through this whole without the possibility of a relapse.”

    “No, I’m don’t do drugs or alcohol.” Now I was stuck looking into his eyes. I couldn’t look away without appearing guilty.

    “How about food. Have you eaten somewhere different lately? Did anything make you feel sick after you ate it?”

    “Nope.”

    To my relief he broke our gaze and looked out the window frowning in thought.

    His gaze returned to me, and I carefully did not meet it. “Any other symptoms you have noticed?”

    “Nope, sorry.” 

    He grimaced and shook his head. “You’re not being much help, you know.”

    “Sorry.”

    He threw off the grimace and smiled. “Well, the good news is that your insurance doesn’t want you staying here one more day than we can justify. So, if we can’t find a reason to keep you here, you’ll be going home soon.”

    I grinned at that. 

    “If I let you out of here, I want you to promise you will make the time to come see me in the next few weeks for a full physical.”

    “I promise Doc.”

    We talked a little more, and Dr. Bouras made it clear he wanted to see a lot more of me over the next few weeks. 

    He slapped his hands on his lap and got up. “Good, that’s what I wanted to hear. Get some good rest, Mighty Finn.” He paused and added, “And seriously think about finding another girl.”

    He left me alone with that cold and terrifying thought.

    I imagined this was how a junkie must feel—I wanted to be home with her. I wanted to see her and touch her again, to get lost in the forests of her deep green eyes, smell the promise of her skin, and bask in the warmth of her love. Falling into that thinking had become so easy. Deep inside, I knew that she didn’t mean me harm, that I was as special to her as she was to me. I knew that she hadn’t meant to hurt Jen. But what if my feelings are wrong? What if that is just some sort of beguilement? I told myself I wasn’t confiding in my parents and doctors and friends because they wouldn’t believe me, but it was actually the fear that they might try to stop me from seeing her again which kept me silent.

    Old fairy tales and stories came filled with creatures that clouded men’s minds with lust and drained them dry, leaving them as dead husks or worse. But, if I accepted this, it meant I wouldn’t be able to see her again, and I couldn’t bear that thought. Does a junkie feel this way about their next hit? I didn’t know, but at that moment, I had a lot more empathy with them than I ever had before. I could truly understand how someone would do something so self-destructive, wanting something so badly that maybe it was worth your life for another fix. The watcher part of me, the part that was always a step apart from the rest of me, sat back and mocked me, even as I imagined myself in the depths of despair. It told me, Stop being ridiculous. The doc was right, and this was nothing but the raging hormones of a post-adolescent male. That voice sometimes seems like a small part of me, but it can pack a mighty punch.

    I lay wondering if I would sacrifice my life for one more evening with Spring, when everything crashed to a halt at the next thought: would I be willing to sacrifice Jen’s life, too?

    That changed everything. I hated even thinking something like that. I wanted to erase the words and stomp them out of existence, but I couldn’t unthink them. The answer was obvious, and I hated it even more. I would do anything to help Jen.

    I couldn’t just go back to my dryad and hope she had nothing to do with Jen’s sudden fall into madness. I couldn’t risk it. I wouldn’t. 

    Even though I had striven to believe that Spring had nothing to do with Jen's breakdown, Spring had confessed to scaring Jen. Maybe Spring hadn’t told me everything. Perhaps she had cast some sort of glamour on Jen. I had no way of knowing, and the standard laws of reality didn’t seem to apply here.

    Would Spring tell me if she had scared Jen by messing with her mind or if she were still affecting Jen? Could I convince her to stop? Maybe I could offer my own life up for Jen’s and let the dryad have every part of me. I could imagine the ecstasy of making love that one final time, knowing it would be my last moment on Earth, surrendering myself to the feeling of her soft, warm skin, the heat of her surrounding me, the final passion pouring my entire being into her, to be one with her.

    Yeah, I know. Some people have an embarrassing aunt or sister. I have me when I was younger. It keeps me humble and looking toward the future.

    


Little Soldier

    At that point, petite, blonde Kati bounced into the room and saved my future self from the embarrassment of having to remember any more of my dingle-headed-hormone-driven romantic ideas. 

    She arrived with her same cute dimpled smile and a nice flowery smell, and I turned beet red and felt flames shoot out my ears at the thoughts I'd been entertaining. A quick glance confirmed that my fantasy was striving to be seen by the entire world, standing at attention in its own little tent. I raised my right leg for cover, wondering if I could burrow down into the bed and disappear. I hoped that she hadn’t been looking. 

    Then, in a scene right out of American Pie, my perky nurse said, “Okay, let’s get that catheter out of you.”

    “Now?” I squeaked. 

    “Yes, the doctors think it’s time. If you’re good, they’re going to send you home soon.”

    I froze in panic. Down! I commanded, and then begged, and then I tried filling my thoughts with horrible images. Dead Puppies! Auschwitz!

    “Uh, maybe we could do it later?”

    The nurse cast me a knowing smile. “I understand it's embarrassing, but it won't take more than a minute.”

    “Yeah, but—”

    “Let’s just get this leg down.” She pushed my knee down. 

    I closed my eyes and hoped for congenital heart failure, a tornado, a meteor, Gabriel’s horn—anything to put me out of my misery.

    The nurse pulled the sheets up and gave a little, “Oh, I see your problem. Your little soldier’s at attention.” Then she gave me her most compassionate expression and said with a professional, warm, comforting smile, “Don't worry, honey. It’s a normal male reaction—nothing to be embarrassed about.”

    Right then and there, I died. If there’s anything a young teenage male wants to hear when he bares all, it is not, “your little soldier.” It’s right up there with, “How cute!” or, “It looks just like a penis, only smaller!” 

    My “little soldier” started to drop his salute, then, the nurse went about her business. Thankfully, my diapers weren’t soiled as well. Anyway, my little soldier’s “at ease” lasted until she grabbed him and lifted him up gently, bringing a flood of memories of another pair of hands. This of course started to get his attention again, which doubled my mortification. 

    “Now you’re going to feel a slight pull,” she warned. I whimpered. Then, the pull. A sting went through me as the tube was removed. It is not a feeling anyone should ever have. 

    When finished, she let go and said in satisfaction, “There! That wasn't so bad, was it?”

    Hours of my life have been wasted thinking of all the clever and witty replies I could have made to that question. If I ever find myself in that situation again, I'll be ready with something like, “Yeah, baby, was it good for you, too?” or, “I was hoping for some romance,” or even, “My little soldier is grateful.” 

    But all I could do was whine, “Uh-huh.” After an eternity of cleaning up, she left. The whole time, I lay there wallowing in mortification. All thoughts of sex had fled. Removing the catheter was a better cure for stiffness than saltpeter, but gradually, I put it behind me. 

    I hoped like hell I'd never see my nurse again.

    When my brain finally reengaged, it swung right back to my other current problem. 

    What will I do if my dryad admits to hurting Jen? What if she won’t stop? Can I bring myself to cut down my oak? Would that even hurt her? I’ve never actually seen her coming out of the tree. Can anyone help me with this? Who could I even tell?

    I must have been at this for some time when a wonderful smell derailed my thoughts. My mom entered the room holding a large pizza box in her hand.

    When she put it down in front of me, it took all my will not to immediately devour it. “How’s Dad?”

    “He will be fine Finn. He’s just not feeling well.”

    I looked at her uncertainly, but the pizza convinced me not to pursue the matter.

    I dove into the most incredible pizza I had ever had. It was piled with fatty, salty, tangy cheesy goodness. With my first bite, my teeth bit through a mountain of cheese and into a perfectly done thick crust. Hot sauce squirted out from under the cheese and burnt my mouth. I barely noticed.

    I took another large bite and spoke around it. “Oh, my god, mom! Viff is so good.” 

    She smiled at my enthusiasm, and the worry lines around her eyes eased a little bit.

    “You are the beft mom effer!”

    When I had devoured the last crispy crust and was picking at the little cheese bits left on the bottom of the box, she said, “It’s good to see you still have a healthy appetite.”

    “If you want to feel really good,” I replied with a grin, “you can go get me another one of these.”

    She chuckled, not realizing how serious I was, and leaned back in her chair. We turned on the TV, and we watched lousy shows on and off while she solved a crossword puzzle.

    During this time, a few more doctors visited us. Our conversations seemed repetitious. 

    “Do you do drugs?”

    “Did you eat anything unusual?” 

    Stuff like that. Then, one doctor threw a new one at me. “Do you practice autoerotic asphyxiation?”

    I wish I had been sipping my water when the doc asked that one so I could have spit it all over him in shock. Instead, I just gawked at him. 

    The look of alarm on my mom’s face finally made me sputter out, “No, I mean, no! Never!” I glanced at my mom. “Really! I’ve never even wanted to try something like that. That’s just too twisted. Really, I wouldn’t… I couldn’t. How could you suggest something like that?”

    “Okay, okay,” replied the doctor, hold out his palms. “I just had to ask. That practice can lead to brain damage, which can manifest in many ways and could explain some of what we saw.”

    “Mom, I swear…”

    Then I got another shock as her face twisted as she tried to hold back laughter.

    “What?” I demanded.

    My mom let a snort escape. “Oh, Finn! You should see your face! Oh, I wish I had my camera!”

    “You’re laughing at me?” 

    She nodded with her fist against her mouth, struggling not to let another snort out. 

    I was mortified. I wouldn’t even have suspected my mom knew what autoerotic asphyxiation was, let alone find it funny.

    I sulked, jutting my lower lip out and crossing my arms over my stomach.

    She laughed even more, to the point where a few tears welled in her eyes.

    Later, after the one-sided hilarity died down and the doctor had left, I watched my mom as she remained quietly intent on her crossword. I thought that if anyone in the world would believe me and be able to help me, it would be her.

    “Mom?” 

    “Yes, dear?” She looked up from her crossword to meet my gaze.

    “What…,” I paused, then chickened out and asked instead, “Why does Dad hate my gaming so much?” Thoughtful, she pursed her lips. “I’ve asked him that myself a couple of times.” Her eyes swept up in memory. “I never have gotten a good answer. You know, he’s not good at expressing his emotions sometimes, but I get the feeling that he worries you might lose sight of reality. I’ve often thought it must have to do with what happened to your birth mom.”

    “You mean he’s afraid I’m going to go crazy and lose it, too,” I said without inflection.

    Her gaze sharpened a bit. “Ian Finn, that comment was unworthy of you.”

    “Sorry, Mom.” I lowered my eyes.

    She reached under the bed rail to my hand and squeezed it. “I know, honey. It’s hard to think or talk about things like this.” She paused for a few beats. “You really should talk to your dad about this.”

    A short while later, she got up from beside my bed. “I’m going to go check on Dad. Will you be all right by yourself?” 

     “I’ll be fine, Mom. Let me know how he’s doing, okay?”

    She gave me a kiss on my forehead. “I will. Get some rest, sweetheart. You need to get back your strength.”

    “Okay, Mom.” I lay back and worked on getting some power resting in. I gave in to the pizza coma and fell asleep. That’s not encouraged in a hospital, though, and the nurses kept coming in and waking me up what seemed like every hour. If their goal was to make me want to cut my stay short, hourly nocturnal visitation was a terrific way to do it. 

    


Going Home

    Finally, the morning arrived, and I got to play the waiting game with my dad. This is where they tell you they will release you as soon as the doctor okays it. Of course, the doctor is never around or is in surgery or playing golf or sleeping off a bender, so you get to wait. 

    By the time we got the okay, I wanted to run screaming out the door. I felt completely recovered and ready to run a marathon. I spent a lot of the morning texting the gang. They had planned to descend on the hospital in force that morning, but I convinced them to wait and come over when we got home. 

    Unsurprisingly, Kati had to be the one to check me out. She brought in a wheelchair, had me sit in it, and wheeled me out like an invalid from the cool, dry hospital air into a wall of hot wetness and all the way to the curb. “Okay, tiger, this is where you get off.” I turned awkwardly to thank her.

    She replied looking straight into my eyes and smiled her wonderful smile. Her eyes seemed knowing when she replied, “I certainly enjoyed having you here, Finn, but I’d rather see you someplace a bit more fun. I don’t want see you here again for a long while. Understand?”

    “Uh, yeah. Me too,” I said vaguely. At the time, I had no idea if she’d stuffed any more meaning into her comment, but I felt my face turn red again. 

    Yeah, I know, give me a break.

    She said goodbye to my dad. My special friend gave us a cute wave goodbye and wheeled away. My dad saw my red face and smiled.

    “You work fast son.”

    I rolled my eyes.

    “While we're here, can we go visit Jen?”

    His face lost its humor and turned hard, “I don’t think that’s a good idea. She needs her rest and doesn’t need us bothering her. We’re heading home.”

    We started walking around the circular drive outside the front entrance of the hospital. I walked alongside my dad not thinking of much in particular, when somebody caught my eye—Erik Parmely. He sat slouched and leaned back on one of the mesh steel benches farther down the sidewalk. He appeared to be relaxed, his arms outstretched to either side of him on the back of the bench, but his bruised eyes watched me with a creepy intensity. The cuts and bruises on his face were still quite visible. He made no effort to disguise the fact that I was the object of his attention.

    “Oh, crap.” I’d have to walk right by him. Even though I knew he wouldn’t try anything, I really didn’t want to do that.

    “What’s wrong, Finn?”

    I nodded my head towards where Erik sat. “That’s Erik Parmely.” 

    “Is that the kid who beat you up?” He asked me.

    “Yes, that’s him.”

    “How fortunate, I want to have a talk with that boy.”

    As soon as Erik saw my dad looking at him, he got up and walked away. It didn’t look like he hurried, but he moved away faster than I would have credited. 

    “It looks like he doesn’t want to talk to you,” I said, somewhat relieved.

    “I guess not.” We watched Erik walking quickly through the parked cars until we lost him.

    We continued our walk to the car in silence through the muggy Ohio summer heat. By the time we reached the car, I was sweating and exhausted. I had felt great that morning, but obviously, I still had some recovering to do.

    We got into the car and rolled down the windows to cool it off while the AC got going. When you have a one hundred percent humidity and ninety-five degree heat, rolling down the windows is of almost no use, but hope springs eternal. We navigated through the parking lot, and my dad turned onto the main thoroughfare. As we headed home, I wasn’t paying much attention to anything, but my dad was. “It looks like your friend Erik is following us.”

    I craned my neck around and looked behind us. Sure enough, Erik’s beat-up old car snuggled up right behind us.

    “Maybe it’s just coincidence,” I said hopefully.

    Dad shook his head. “I don’t think so. He has followed us through the last two turns.”

    “Crap!” I said.

    He shot me a quick hard look. “Why is this boy so intent on you?”

    “I don’t know, Dad. I really don’t.”

    He looked at me sideways with the kind of look that I knew meant that he was searching for the truth in my words.

    I shook my head in wide-eyed innocence. “Really, I’m serious. I don’t know what is going on with him.”

    “Well, whatever the reason, this has got to stop. I’m going to call his dad, and we are going to sort this out.”

    “I don’t know if his dad cares,” I said. “Erik claims that his dad beat him pretty bad when he got thrown out of school for picking on that other kid and fighting with me”

    My dad shook his head. “That’s a bad business all around.”

    I had to agree. “I think he blames me for everything that happened.”

    Once we turned off Granville Road, Erik stopped following us and continued down Granville. As we drove through our neighborhood, I asked, “Dad, what freaked you out so much when the doctor was talking to us about Jen?

    His face turned hard again. “We can talk about that when we get home.”

    Uh oh! I had a bad feeling about that talk.

    


Home Again

    I forgot about “the talk” when we pulled into the drive and saw a police car parked on the cracked pavement. My heart couldn’t decide which way to leave—up through my throat or out through my stomach; it just wanted out. My brain instantly sprang to paranoid alert. I didn’t want to go to jail, and I briefly considered turning around and running. Either common sense or fatalism finally helped me decide to go in. We walked in on Detective Hunter and my mom standing in the kitchen talking over cups of coffee. Victoria's fine-sculpted features came across a bit more ragged and tired, but she was still quite lovely. 

    My dad walked up to the detective. “Victoria, what a nice surprise!” She stood and gave him a strong hug.

    Envy coursed through me. How come he gets to hug her?

    “Finn, you remember Detective Hunter, don’t you?” said my mom.

    “Uh, yeah, of course.” I tried to decide how to play this. I could go with bright and inquisitive or serious and sober. I didn’t manage either. “Hi, uh, hello, Detective Hunter.”

    She greeted me with warm eyes, a killer smile, and a hand on her hip. “Hi, Finn.” 

    Then, my mom said, “Finn, Detective Hunter came here with some good news.”

    “Ricky Granger and Chester Keating recanted their earlier testimony and confessed that Erik had beaten them and forced them to come forward with their story against you. At this point, I’m sure the prosecutor won’t pursue any charges against you.” 

    Wow. I had been nearly positive I would end up in prison over the mess with Erik and his goons.

    My mom said, “Close your mouth, Finn. Isn’t that great news?”

    Dazed, I said, “Yeah! That's awesome!”

    Victoria took her cup to the sink. “Well, I can’t stay too long. Sorry. It was good to see you again. Finn, I’m glad you’re doing better. Take care, everyone.”

    As she passed me, I took a whiff and reeled under the smell of cinnamon and apples. Dang it, she smelled good.

    After Detective Hunter left, my dad followed me up to my room. I sat on the bed as he dropped my satchel on my chair sporting a clenched jaw and a grimace. He silently turned to go.

    “Dad? Are you okay?”

    He turned back to me, anger breaking the set of his face. “We can talk about this later, when you’re feeling better.”

    “Talk about what?”

    “Just lie down and rest. I’ll bring up some water and sandwiches for you.”

    “Dad, I’m fine. What’s going on? I don’t need to lie down.”

    “Just lie down!” he shouted. The anger in his voice struck me like a viper; my dad never got angry like that. Fear shot through me, and reflexive protective rage made me yell back, “No! I’m not going to lie down! What’s going on?”

    “What's going on? I’ll tell you what’s going on. My son just spent four days in the hospital after falling into a coma and is being stalked by a psychopathic boy for no reason. My son, who I thought I knew and trusted, is falling apart, keeping secrets, and almost died, and he won’t tell me why!”

    He paused, caught a breath, and lowered his voice. “Finn, you’ve been acting erratic and unbalanced for the last month. I don’t feel that I even know you anymore. On top of that, I find out that you broke into my private things, ransacked my most private thoughts, and then turned them into a game!”

    I had no clue where that came from. Astonished and alarmed that I had done something without knowing it, I asked in a lower voice, “What do you mean?”

    This only made him angrier, and his face turned red. “Finn, I know you went through my diary! You went through my diary, and then you insulted me and the memory of your mother by putting what you read into that ridiculous game!”

    “Dad, I didn’t even know you had a diary. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

    He raised his hand as though to hit me, and I flinched away. He had never struck me before, but his reddened face and narrowed eyes convinced me that he would do it now.

    He stopped. Realizing where his hand was and what he was contemplating, my dad deflated; his cheeks paled and he stood still for a moment. He took a shaky breath, and his expression went from rage to suffering.

    “Finn, I heard what that psychiatrist said. He mentioned names and words that I wrote in that diary, things that your birth mother only said to me. I cannot believe you betrayed me like that and then have the gall to deny it.”

    “Dad, I don’t—”

    His rage returned. “Don’t lie to me anymore, Finn! I’ll not stand for it!” He snapped, “Now get in bed, and stay there.” 

    With that, he turned, slammed the door, and stomped all the way downstairs.

    I collapsed on the bed and fought back tears. I didn’t know if they were tears of sorrow, anger, fear, or shame, but never had I felt that awful before. My dad and I had always been friends. We had come to an understanding early on that none of my friends had ever reached with their fathers. Now, that relationship fell apart like the rest of my life, and I couldn’t even understand why.

    I heard the muffled thump of the car door slamming and then the tires toinking on the gravel as it drove away.

    Tears running down my face, I curled up around my big pile of pillows and the big, empty space in my world.

    


Distress Call

    I woke up to my mom stroking my hair. “Hey, sweetie. It’s dinnertime. Can I get you something to eat?”

    I turned to her, feeling lost. “Oh, Finn, what’s wrong, honey?”

    “Mom… I don’t know. Has Dad talked to you?”

    “No, he’s working in the garage and won’t come out. Did something happen between you two?”

    “I don’t know. He’s really mad about something. He thinks I read his diary.”

    “Oh,” she said, drawing back a little. “Did you?”

    “No, Mom! I didn’t even know he had a diary. Why would he think I read it?”

    She shook her head. “I don’t know. He’s very protective about it. He’s never let me read it. Did you go through his bedroom chest of drawers? Maybe move something?”

    “No, I didn’t.”

    “Well, I’m sure that some of this comes from the stress of the last few days, sweetie. Your dad became frantic when he found out you had collapsed.”

    “Oh. I hadn’t heard about that.” 

    After remaining silent for a moment, she said, “I’m sure this thing with your father is just a misunderstanding. Talk with him tomorrow. I’m sure you can work it out.” 

    She stood and patted my shoulder. “Now, what can I bring you for dinner?”

    My mind whirled drunkenly, and I asked, “How about a PBJ and Doritos?” (Food of the gods when you’re down.)

    Of course, she cut up fruit, added a salad, and threatened to feed it to me as a smoothie if I didn’t eat everything. She didn't have to say anything. I was still famished. I scarfed it all down. Food can effect miracles. Suddenly, it was good to be home again. I started feeling as if I’d be able to patch things up with my dad in no time. Like mom said, it was just a misunderstanding, one that I couldn’t fathom at the time. It was soon to become unpleasantly clear.

    That evening, I relaxed onto my stack of pillows, watched a movie on my iPad, texted my friends, and worried about my planned confrontation with Spring. I couldn’t decide if I should lock my window or open it wide.

    The text from Jen took that decision from me

    Jen> Finn, I need to see you.

    I texted back and started a strange conversation.

    Me> Jen! I’ve been so worried about you! Are you alright?

    Jen> Things are bad here, Finn. No one understands the danger we are in!

    Me> What danger?

    Jen> That’s what I need to talk to you about. I need you to come see me right now.

    Me> I don’t know if I can, Jen. I don’t think your family wants me to see you.

    Jen> That’s because they don’t understand! I know you will!

    Me> Understand what?

    Jen> I cannot tell you that over the Net. I need to speak to you privately.

    Me> I don’t think that’s a good idea…

    Jen> You have to come! We have to talk. Just you and me. I sent my parents away.

    Jen> Please. I’m begging you! No one else will understand.

    I stared at that last message, and I knew I was hosed. She was giving me no choice.

    Me> Okay, I’ll come tonight.

    Jen> Bring the dreamstone.

    I jerked. I hadn’t seen that one coming.

    Me> The dreamstone? Why?

    Jen> Yes, it’s the key.

    Me> The key to what?

    Jen> The key to releasing me, the key to the answers.

    I sighed.

    Me> Okay, I’ll get there as soon as I can get away. What room are you in?

    Jen> 806.

    Jen> DWPK.

    Whoa! That last one—deep wet passionate kiss—made me squirm. Given the circumstances, it just seemed wrong. 

    What have I gotten myself into? My parents would never let me out of the house. That meant I couldn’t let them know.

    It didn’t get dark until almost nine o’clock, but if I waited that long, I wouldn’t be able to get into the hospital, which locked up around eight. Besides, Dave was out bowling again, so I’d have to catch the bus. I started to formulate my master plan.

    


Distressed Damsel

    I stood in front of the door to Jen’s room sometime after nine and took a deep breath. I had been so intent on getting there and dodging security that I hadn’t had a lot of time to think about what I’d say. Nervousness dried my mouth, so I knocked lightly and went in before I could lose my nerve.

    I closed the door behind me. A handful of different LEDs on the equipment in the room was all I could see through the darkness. 

    “Jen?” I whispered. “Hey, Jen?” 

    Her reply was sleepy. “Who? Finn?”

    “Yes, it’s me.”

    “What happened to you?” 

    “Uh, well, I had to sneak out of the house, and then I had to catch a bus—”

    “You’re glowing!” Wonder lit her voice.

    “I am?”

    “You’re beautiful!”

    Remembering the DWPK, I started feeling uneasy and fidgety. Was this her talking or was it her craz… problem? This was not in any script I had imagined. My eyes had adjusted somewhat to the gloom, and I could see an outline of things in the room as I moved toward the bed. Of course, I picked that moment to fall over a chair that had been almost the same shade of gray as the wall. I crashed to the floor, sending the chair across the floor with a loud skurk.

    “Damn!” I breathed into the pain in my shin and knees.

    “Finn? Are you okay?”

    “Yeah, nothing broken but my pride. I hope.” I rubbed my shin as I stood. “Is there a light here somewhere?”

    “Oh… yeah… just a second.” A light over her bed turned on and blinded me.

    When my sight cleared, what I saw shocked me from my eyes to my toes. The bed she lay in appeared more like a normal bed than mine had, and the room had been decorated like a nice hotel. The chamber was nice, but she didn’t look like she belonged here. She should have been in a real hospital bed.

    The drawn circles under Jen’s eye stood out against the sickly grayness of her skin. Her skin color, matted, tangled hair, and vague unfocused eyes made her look like a cancer victim. She sat in a white nightgown on the edge of her bed, looking at me with a crazy intensity.

    “Oh my god, Jen, what happened?” I blurted.

    Confusion scrunched her face for a minute. “They give me medicine to help me. It helps with the panic, but it makes me tired.” She paused and then furrowed her brows and added, “It’s hard to think.”

    I walked over to stand next to her bed, uncertain what to do, when she reached out and grabbed my left hand.

    Her eyes shone as she peered up at me from behind thick eyelashes. “Oh, Finn! I’m so glad you’re here. You are the one we have been praying for. I’ve waited so long!”

    That freaked me out. “Uh, Jen,” I said, putting my other hand on hers in a double grip, trying to comfort her. “You’ve known me for a long time. It’s only been a few days since we saw each other.” 

    Her eyes shifted back-and-forth as though searching for a memory. “Oh, that’s right. We game together.”

    I nodded. “Yes, we do.”

    “And we ride to school together.”

    “That’s right.” Maybe she had just been dreaming or something.

    “They’re keeping me here…” The shining in her eyes welled up into tears. “Oh, Finn, I want to go home!” 

    “I’m sure they'll let you go—”

    “They won’t listen to me! They don’t believe that we’re in danger, Finn! They’ll wipe out the whole clan of humanity and destroy all of Seru. You have to save us!”

    “Jen, what is going to wipe us out?” I had an inkling of what she would say.

    “The trees, Finn! They’re evil and want to destroy us.”

    What could I say to that? After a few moments, I asked in a soft, even voice, “Why would trees want to destroy us?”

    The tears had stopped, but had not dried as she grew more animated. “I’ve been thinking about it, and I figured it out. We’ve been cutting them down for centuries. We’ve almost wiped out the great forests. Now they want revenge.”

    I swallowed hard and asked the question that had been burning in me so long. “Jen, what did you see in my room?”

    “Your room.” She focused again. “It attacked me. That evil tree attacked me. It wanted to kill me and you, too. It’ll lead the others here to destroy us!”

    I stood, stunned, trying to think what to say or do. 

    “Jen,” I started hesitantly. “Jen, what you saw wasn’t evil. You saw a tree spirit. She was just jealous.”

    Her eyes rounded and widened. “Didn’t you kill it? You have to kill it, Finn, before it kills you. They can be beautiful and make you fall in love with them as they kill you!”

    “Jen, you’re wrong. She’s not evil,” I almost begged. “She doesn’t mean anyone any harm. I’m going to talk to her tonight and see if she can somehow help you.”

    “Oh, Finn! You have to snap out of it. You’re under its control. If it kills you, then we’re all lost! Don’t you see? You glow so brightly! If we lose you, we’ll all fall into the darkness, and it’ll devour us!”

    At this point, my heart pounded and the urge to run away hit me hard. I was sick with fear for Jen. I searched for something to say, something to make her better, but she changed subjects.

    “The crystal! Did you bring the dreamstone?”

    “Yes, I did.”

    “Take it out; let me see it.”

    I eased the dreamstone out of my pocket by the chain, silently hoping she would see it was just an amethyst and come back to reality.

    “Let me hold it!”

    I handed the crystal over, avoiding any direct contact with the rock, and she grabbed it in both hands and stared at the winking facets of the stone with avid intensity

    “This is the key. Look how deep it is, Finn. It’s so deep! The answers are here in the dreamstone. It’s good to have it back in my hands after so long; it’s good to know it will help save us.”

    “Jen, it’s just a crystal. My dad gave it to me. You’ve never even seen it before last week, remember? That was the first time you came into my room.” 

    Again, confusion chased across her volatile features, and she looked down at the crystal in her hands. “Oh, yeah. That’s right. We go to school.” She said in a faint almost-whisper, “I get so confused sometimes. I have memories of another place. When it happens I lose myself…” Her voice trailed off.

    My heart was breaking. I sat down on her left and put my arm around her. She was so small and lost. I just wanted to protect her and help her. I tried to remember some of the things my shrink had told me when I was suffering from my night terrors or having a panic attack. 

    “It’ll all be okay, Jen. Just remember all the things you love. Keep them in your thoughts.”

    She answered slowly as she thought about it. “I love my brother… and I love my parents. Jane is my best friend. We play soccer together. She thinks you’re cute, too.” She said this last bit looking at me again with a shadow of her normal mischievous smile.

    “Really?” I was sidetracked by images of Jane in her soccer uniform while standing with Jen outside of Dave’s car. She had a pretty round face and was built like a greyhound. She was as cute as Jen.

    “Yes,” she insisted. “She must be able to see how brightly you shine, too.”

    “What do you mean I shine? I don’t tan well, but I don’t shine.”

    “No. You shine.” Suddenly, her face closed in with fear again. “There are others here. I’ve seen them!”

    “Seen who?”

    “The dark ones. I’ve seen those who have darkness covering their soul. They’re here. Sometimes I see them in the hall. They’ve been taken by the ancient enemy and will destroy us all.”

    She paused, caught up in the memory of something. I just watched with a sense of dread and despair. Jen was lost, and I didn’t know how to help her.

    I decided to try one last time and reached my left hand to her face and pulled her attention to me. “Jen, you’re safe. I’m safe. There is nothing evil out there.”

    Her eyes grew wide again. “You’re wrong! The shadows are real. They are hunting us, plotting our extinction. They hate us. You have to kill them!”

    I shook my head. “That’s just your confusion speaking.”

    “No! You have to destroy the tree before it destroys you. If you die, then everything I have striven for so long will be nothing but ashes. Kill it for me, Finn! Promise you’ll kill it!”

    “But, Jen—”

    The door opened and a gray-haired nurse poked her head in. “I thought I heard shouting. Sir, what are you doing here? Visiting hours are over. You’ll have to leave, or I’ll have you escorted out.”

    I dropped my arm from around Jen and looked guiltily from the nurse to Jen’s pleading face and back again.

    “Uh, I was just leaving,” I said, standing up.

    Jen clutched my arm to stop me. “Finn, promise me you’ll kill it!”

    I’ve often wondered how differently things would have turned out if I had agreed to her request, even if I hadn’t carried it out. If I’d only told her a little lie and reassured her that everything would be okay, yet I couldn’t say those words. Maybe the intensity of the moment stopped me, or maybe I thought I would betray Spring by comforting Jen, or maybe it was just misplaced honor, but I couldn’t lie to her. 

    “Jen,” I whispered. “I can’t do it. She’s not bad. She’s no threat.” As soon as I said it, I realized again that I believed those words to the bottom of my heart.

    Jen began to cry again and pleaded with a stricken expression on her face. “No, Finn! It’ll kill you, too! Please, I’m begging you to believe me.”

    At this point, the nurse walked across the room to the bedside and gave me an alarmed stare.

    She grabbed my other arm to get my attention. “Young man, can’t you see she’s distraught? Please leave now. You shouldn’t be here.”

    I pulled away from Jen’s grip.

    “Don’t go near that tree unless you’re going to kill it. Please, Finn!”

    “I’m sorry, Jen. I can’t do that.” And then I fled the room.

    
Mission Impossible

    I had a lot of time to think about things during the wait at the bus stop and the slow ride home. I went over my conversation with Jen time and time again. Her reactions scared and disturbed me, and I couldn’t make any sense of them. I also had likely done more harm than good in visiting her. 

    My dad’s anger toward me for reading his diary stung. Not only didn’t I read his diary, but also I wouldn’t have, even if I had been aware of its existence. He should have known me better than that.

    What did he write in his diary that made him go so crazy if he thought I read it? Why did Jen talking about my world hit him so hard? It certainly scared me to see him act that way. I couldn’t stand the idea that this could all somehow be my fault. But why does it mean anything at all to my dad? Something in my dad’s diary would help me answer some of my questions.

    When I arrived home, I couldn’t give in to my exhaustion and let myself go to bed. Rather, I went into my dad’s office to see if I could find his diary and read what had him so freaked out. It was a really, really stupid idea, yet I couldn’t stop myself. I was missing something important, and I wouldn’t have a better opportunity. I grabbed a flashlight from the kitchen, returned to his office, and sifted through all his bookshelves. Once a decent-sized room, it seemed a bit too cramped to be called cozy now with bookshelves and cabinets on every wall.

    I had just finished searching one of his shelves when I threw my beam across his desk. There lay a small black book in front of the chair, as if he had been reading it. I vaguely remembered seeing that book before somewhere on his bookshelf, but had never touched it. Faded gold lettering on its worn, black leather, binding read, “My Diary”. I couldn’t equate this with my dad and couldn’t imagine him keeping a diary, especially one that had, “My Diary” in curly script on the cover.

    I almost put it back. He didn’t want me to read it, but my feelings of betrayal and my anger overcame my hesitancy. I rationalized that since I had already gotten in trouble for it, I might as well get the benefit, and forced myself to open the cover to the first page. 

    Just as I prepared to flip through the book, it automatically opened to a specific page. I read the first entry written in my dad’s precise handwriting. The short entry there rocked my already shaky world.

    Last night I had the dream again. I was wandering through the crystal city, heartbroken. Infala and all mankind were doomed to fall. The ancient enemy would not be stopped, and we were doomed. I woke up crying for Kathryn, gripping the amethyst that had been so important to her in her last days—my only connection to her. Little Finn was also awake and crying. I knew I should get up and go to him, but I couldn’t. I lay there a long time before I dragged myself out of bed. I couldn’t shake the dreams and dreaded living without her.

    Kathy’s ramblings about Ilya and Lerica and the dangers of the forest have sunk into my soul, and I cannot escape from them. I cannot keep this up. I think I’ll have to get professional help—I can’t be like this and be the dad my son needs.

    After reading what my dad’s diary contained, I couldn’t bear to see Spring, so I went to sleep in the family room instead of going up to bed. 

    As I lay on the couch with all this information swirling through my tired brain, I came to a scary conclusion. Even if it meant getting thrown into the loony bin, I had to tell my mom and dad what was happening to me. Somehow, my mother’s amethyst could give people visions. It had happened to me, my dad, and now Jen; only for Jen, it had driven her insane.

    I couldn’t help but wonder if the presence of the black heart of Wendigota had been responsible for hurting her.

    


Crystal Clarity

    Mom woke me up around six o’clock and sent me upstairs to my room to sleep.

    I shuffled downstairs around noon and headed for the kitchen to feed the monster in my stomach. A note for me from my mom sat on the table. She said she had gone out to get a couple of things at the store and would be back shortly, and my dad was over at Uncle Mark’s. I was relieved, because I didn’t know what to say to my parents. 

    There wasn’t much in the cupboard, so I made do. I crunched my way through a second bowl of Grape-Nuts, lost in the incredible roar they sent reverberating through my skull, when I looked out the back window.

    A small sapling had sprung up outside our patio. It looked like Mom had been busy. It seemed kind of a weird place to plant a tree, especially since it grew in the area my dad had set off for the unfinished deck. I went to the door and tried to slide it open, but it didn’t budge. Swearing, I unlocked the door and tried again. This time the door slid open a good centimeter before it came to a jarring halt, and I nearly ripped off my fingertips. This always happened when I tried to get through that stupid door—some kind of mental block on my part. I reached down to pull up the stopper stick. It wouldn’t budge, so I had to close the door again, take out the stick, and finally open the door before I could get out to the backyard.

    Once there, I quickly forgot my frustration with that stupid door and gawked. Our backyard contained a forest of saplings. I tried swallowing my final mouthful of wholesome goodness before I had it thoroughly chewed. It scraped down my throat like a bag of sharp rocks.

    I had almost finished gagging and wincing when I saw my oak. The “Gah!” that came from my mouth was a combination of the pain and dumb amazement.

    The tree in front of me bore a passing resemblance to my oak. Leaves and acorns covered it. Not a single branch lay bare. It had grown ten feet taller and gained at least a foot in diameter. The crevasses in the bark were deeper and more gnarled, and the sun and sky were hidden by the thick canopy overhead.

    If I had wondered before what my dryad did with all the… whatever she drained out of me, I had my answer. Ian Finn Morgenstern: fertilizer to the gods. No wonder I had been so tired and hungry lately; I was being made into trees.

    I gaped for a few moments until my mom called to me through the open door. “Good morning, sleepyhead!” 

    I stayed cemented to the spot, staring, until she joined me a few seconds later.

    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” she commented in wonder. “I was thinking about calling Channel Four News to do a story on it.”

    The thought of a bunch of reporters crawling around here made me shudder, and my mom noticed. “Come back into the kitchen, Finn,” she said gently. “You look tired. Are you hungry?” 

    I nodded enthusiastically. 

    “Okay, then, let’s get you some lunch.”

    Two fried baloney and cheese sandwiches, one apple, several handfuls of Doritos, and a large glass of milk later, and I began feeling better. I considered telling my mom everything first and getting her help in breaking it to Dad, but decided I’d rather tell the story just once.

    As the sugar and fat hit my bloodstream, a new wave of exhaustion washed over me, and I crashed back onto the family room couch. I needed some escape from thinking of all the confrontations I had planned. Thank goodness neither my dad nor Gregg was around. 

    About an hour later, I woke to Dad coming in through the garage. I sat up and rubbed my eyes when I heard the grating rumble of the big garage door. The interior door swung open, and my dad walked in.

    My greeting to him died mid-birth when I saw his grim face. My dad seldom got angry, but when he did, it was time to duck and cover. Anger radiated off him. “Uh-oh” barely had time to flit through my mind before he barked at me.

    “Finn!”

    “Dad, what’s wrong?” 

    “What the hell do you think you were doing last night?” He slammed the door and left a trail of smoke from both ears as swooped in on me.

    At first, I thought he was talking about my dream, and then my brain kicked in. I wished it hadn’t. I didn’t know if his anger came from the hospital or his diary, and held a slim hope it could be something else. 

    “Uh, nothing, Dad.” I pulled away from him in fear as he stood looming and fuming before me.

    “Finn, what the hell is wrong with you? What made you think it was a good idea for you to sneak out of this house, go to the hospital, and then get Jennifer Washington so agitated that they had to sedate her?”

    “They had to sedate her?”

    “Yes, they did, and Allen Washington is demanding that you be thrown in jail for assault. He’s going to get a restraining order.”

    “Dad, I didn’t—” 

    “Don’t give me that crap!” he shouted. “It won’t work anymore. You have destroyed any trust we may have shared. Apparently, I have no idea who you are or what you’re doing. You’re going to tell me what’s going on, or I’ll beat it out of you!”

    “Dad! I had to go!”

    “No, you didn’t! There’s no possible good reason for sneaking out like that and adding to that poor girl’s troubles. For Christ's sake, you just got home from the hospital yourself!”

    “Dad, she begged me to come. She said she had to see me last night.”

    “What?” That bucket of water on his boiler stopped my dad for a moment. “When did she say that? Did she call you?”

    “No, Dad, she texted me.”

    “She texted you.”

    “Yes, she did! She wanted me to come alone, and she sounded so desperate that I couldn’t take the chance you’d say, ‘no.’” Tears welled in my eyes. My poor battered emotions couldn’t hold them back.

    “Show me,” he demanded in a more level tone.

    So I did. I turned on my phone and let him see the messaging history.

    Grim-faced, he picked the phone up, and he read through the messages. “Finn, this dreamstone she wanted you to bring. Is that your mom’s amethyst she was talking about?”

    I nodded, wondering, will this get me into more trouble?

    “Finn, why did she want the amethyst?”

    I shook my head. “I don’t know, Dad. She kept saying that it was important.”

    “Why was it important, Finn? What have you been doing with that crystal?”

    His intensity frightened me more than his anger had. “Nothing, Dad. I don’t take it anywhere or do anything with it! I keep it safe. I only showed it to her once.”

    After a few moments of digesting this, his face drained of color, like someone had hit him with a bat.

    “Tell me what happened,” he murmured intently.

    I knew what he wanted to hear. My dad and I understood each other, sometimes to the point that my mom complained that we talked in code. Though I hesitated, I began, afraid of getting into more trouble over something I didn’t understand. 

    “Well, she came into the room, and we talked a little bit. She saw the amethyst and wanted to see it more closely, so I handed it to her and…,” I paused, remembering the cascade of feelings and events.

    “And what, Finn? What happened?”

    “And, uh...” I suddenly remembered more. “No, wait. She had picked it up first to look at it. That made me nervous, so I grabbed it from her and…” 

    I stopped, afraid to go on. I pulled away from my memory and into his intense gaze, and realized I didn’t have a choice. “And then this fire rushed through me. I got dizzy, and fell to the floor, and the window broke, and Jen screamed, and when I got up, she had already run away.” 

    He stared at the wall, lost in thought, his face gone blank.

    “D-dad?” I asked. “What is it?”

    “Why didn’t you tell me this before, Finn?”

    “Uh, I did.”

    “You didn’t tell me about the amethyst before.”

    “Yes, I did… didn’t I?” 

    He shook his head. 

    I asked, “Why does it matter? I don’t think she would have hurt it—”

    “That’s not it, Finn,” he said and then added in a stronger voice, “I need that amethyst. Can you go get it for me?”

    “Uh, I don’t have it. I left it with Jen.”

    “You let her keep it?” 

    “Yeah, I didn’t have time to get it back, because the nurse chased me out.”

    “Come on. We’re going to the hospital.” He started back for the garage door.

    I got up. “Dad, what’s going on?” 

    My mom was standing in the archway between the kitchen and the family room. She remained rigidly still, with her arms wrapped around herself, watching my dad with concern writ large on her body.

    “I’m coming with you,” she said. 

    He just nodded. The three of us piled into the car and headed off to the hospital.

    “Jack, slow down!” Mom said as he raced out onto Granville. “Getting there dead won’t do anyone any good.” He didn’t answer and didn’t slow down.

    “Jack, talk to me. What’s going on here?” demanded my mom. 

    Silence.

    “Jack!”

    My dad seemed reluctant to respond, but finally gave in. “I don’t know, Beth. But I think that amethyst has something to do with it.”

    “Why?” Mom and I asked simultaneously.

    He glanced in the rear-view mirror at me, where I sat hanging between the front two seats. For once, he didn’t harp on me to sit back and put on my seat belt. 

    “It’s about your birth mother, Finn. Kathryn. The same thing that happened to her is happening to your friend, Jennifer.”

    “What? But, she died!”

    “She died giving birth to you, but before that, she had a complete mental breakdown. She'd never had any mental problems before the pregnancy. There was some history of it in her family, but she had never had trouble… until I gave her the crystal.”

    My entire mystery-solving prowess came together in one fantastic word: “Huh?”

    “I didn’t know that you had let Jennifer hold the crystal, or maybe I’d have put it together earlier, but what you just described happened with Kathy and me.”

    I gaped at him, and so did my mom.

    “Mark and I had just come back from Australia. We had gone there on a four-week field trip. Kathy couldn’t come with us because of work. I returned a week before our third wedding anniversary and gave her the amethyst to celebrate our anniversary. Amethysts were her favorite stone and she'd never seen mine. Even though you aren't supposed to give amethysts until your sixth anniversary, I told her that I was planning for the future. We were out at dinner when I gave it to her. 

    “I handed her the box over dessert.” He paused and then choked out, “When she opened it, she was so happy. Nobody’s eyes could dance the way hers could when she was happy…” He shook off the memory and continued. “Anyway, she picked up the crystal and the chain snagged on a wine glass. The glass started to tip over. I could see what was coming, so I jumped out of the chair, caught the glass, and almost pulled the crystal out of her hand. I reached to catch it and pushed it back into her hand.” 

    At this point, he paused for a breath and then continued before we could urge him on. 

    “That’s when I got hit with vertigo. I collapsed on the floor with the glass shattering in my hand. The next thing I knew, she was standing over me. She helped me up, but she was looking sick herself. As soon as I was up, she ran to the bathroom. When she came out, she looked scared and begged me to take her straight home. Her fear grew to the point that she was jumping at every shadow convinced something bad was coming.

    Later, we found out that she was pregnant. We had been trying for two years. We thought my dizziness was nothing but a head rush from too much wine and getting up so fast, and we never equated her growing delusions with the crystal.” 

    “We should have been so happy,” he said. “But, when she started getting sick… Maybe if I had taken the crystal away from her she...”

    A cold chill poured over me. I swallowed hard. “Dad, it wasn’t your fault. I mean who would think an amethyst might drive someone insane?” I could hear the desperation in my voice; if my mom’s condition were my dad’s fault, then was Jen’s condition mine? I had ignored a lot of clues about the nature of the stone. I knew the answer, so I didn’t ask.

    My mom misunderstood everything I meant. “Jack, Finn is right. I think there must be a better explanation for what’s happening. We’ll just have to look harder to find it.”

    “Helen, I don’t think there is another explanation.”

    I didn’t, either.

    


Gone With The Wind

    We arrived at the hospital in record time and rushed through the halls to Jen’s room. When we reached her floor, the first person we ran into was the last person I wanted to see.

    Dr. Anderson stood at the nurses’ station, going through some papers and talking to the nurse behind the desk.

    He turned, recognized me, and nailed me with his laser gaze. “Do you have any idea the amount of distress you put Jennifer through? Not to mention her parents and brother. What were you thinking? You may have caused her serious harm.”

    I stopped, pinned by his blue eyes and my guilt. “I didn’t mean to hurt her. We just talked.” Panicked, I babbled, “I had to see her. No one has let me see her or talk her. I couldn’t stand it.”

    My dad broke in. “She practically begged him to come. It was a boneheaded move on his part, but my son has an overinflated protective instinct. He didn’t mean any harm by it.”

    Dr. Anderson turned his Gaze of Death on my dad. Dad didn’t melt or even wince. He only put out his hand and Dr. Anderson grabbed it.

    I watched as the muscles in the two men’s forearms flexed. My dad wasn’t usually aggressive, but years in the field, digging and working under the hot sun, had given him a powerful grip. Neither of them conceded; they merely backed off to their respective corners. 

    You go, Dad!

    The good doctor swept his arm to indicate a room across from the nurses’ station. “Let’s go somewhere we can talk more privately.”

    We entered the room, which turned out to be a waiting area. It was tastefully done up with lots of tan comfortable chairs, a nice view from the window—which took up the entire far wall—and a TV silently showing what looked to be another Spanish soap opera. The thought flitted through my mind that this was the kind of place to make you feel comfortable while someone you loved died.

    We settled into one of the little conversation areas demarcated by couches and chairs. Dr. Anderson sat across from me, and his gaze centered on me the moment we sat down.

    “You say Jennifer asked you to come by last night,” stated the doctor.

    “Yes, she did.”

    “That’s difficult to believe given the level of confusion she’s been showing.”

    “She did!” 

    His freaky blue gaze pinned me like a bug to a board. I pulled out my phone, brought up our conversation from last night, and showed it to him. “She texted me.”

    He took my phone. I had a few moments of relief from the Gaze while he read through the texts. When he finished, he shook his head and caught my eyes again. 

    “What have you been doing with her, Finn? Why is she so fixated on you?”

    “Uh, I don’t know.” I squirmed in the seat. His eyes attempted to bore into my brain and sift through my thoughts. “Really! I don’t know! I don’t know what happened to her! I don’t!”

    “It’s okay, Finn, honey,” Mom cooed. “We know you wouldn’t do anything to hurt her intentionally.”

    “Do we?” asked the doctor.

    “Okay, that’s enough!” growled my dad. “Finn has nothing to do with this other than being in the wrong place at the wrong time. He’s incapable of doing anything to harm that girl.”

    “Mr. Morgenstern, your son is hiding something. I can see it behind his eyes. I’m close friends with the Washingtons, and I’ve known Jennifer all her life. She never displayed any warning signs of mental problems. If she’d had any of the signs, I would have seen them. I’ve been a psychiatrist for over twenty years, and I’m extremely good at what I do. Jen was a bright, precocious child, and now she’s a mental ruin. Something happened, and it had to do with your son. I don’t believe it could be mere coincidence that she had her breakdown when she was alone with him in his room.”

    “You had better be careful with your accusations about my son,” growled my dad. “He’s one of the most honest, moral, and gentle young men I have ever had the pleasure to know. If he knew something that would help, he’d tell us.”

    Wow! I thrilled with pleasure. It surprised me how good it felt to hear that from my dad. After his accusations and suspicions over the last few days, I feared he had lost all faith in me. Of course, after that, the thrill drowned in a lake of guilt; I still wasn’t telling him the whole truth.

    The good doctor proved himself a stronger man than I. I would have backed off at the tone of my dad’s voice, but Dark Lord Anderson seemed unimpressed. 

    “I have no idea what your son is or isn’t capable of, but I know that he’s somehow involved. I will find out what’s going on. I’ll find out how that child got hurt, and I will make sure it cannot happen again.” 

    He swung the Gaze back to me, and I shriveled under his attention. 

    “What did you talk about last night?”

    I glanced at my dad sitting catty-corner from me on a loveseat next to my mom. He nodded, his round eyes earnest and hopeful, so I turned back to the doctor and told him what I could remember about the conversation. For some reason, I left out the part about giving her the amethyst. He could tell; doubt rolled out of those eyes, and I was certain the doctor didn’t believe I’d told him everything, or perhaps he didn’t believe anything I said.

    When I finished, he asked, “What is this dreamstone she asked you to bring? Did you bring it? Why is it so important to her?” 

    Crap! I had forgotten she put that in her text.

    My dad replied, “It is an amethyst crystal I gave to my wife before she died. It was very important to her, and I gave it to Finn to help him remember her and remember that she loved him.”

    “So, why is it so important to Jennifer?”

    “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. Anger started to build in me, and I grasped the strength the emotion promised. I used that strength to lie. “It’s just a crystal that she has confused with a crystal in my game. It’s nothing important.” 

    “There has to be some meaning to it. What aren’t you telling me, young man?” 

    “I think we’re done here,” interjected my dad. “We’d like to collect the crystal and leave.”

    “He left it with her?” asked the doctor.

    “Yes, she seemed to really want it,” I replied, though he had addressed my dad.

    The doctor sat back, thinking, and then stood up. We followed his example. “I’ll go retrieve this crystal from her. You’re not going to go into her room. She was further into her delusions this morning than before, and it may upset her to have visitors.” He narrowed his Gaze to me and added, “Especially you. I don’t want anything else to upset her.”

    Again, the doctor’s ability to switch gears so quickly surprised me. I had been convinced he would continue beating on me. Mom and Dad both agreed with him with a nod, and we trailed after him out to the corridor and waited by the nurses’ station while he went down the hall to Jen’s room.

    After a few moments, he came back along the hall, sporting a disconcerted frown. He addressed the nurse, “Janice, where is Jennifer Washington—the patient in room eight-oh-six?”

    “She’s not in her room?” asked the surprised nurse. “Is she—?”

    “No, not in her bathroom either.”

    Much to everyone’s growing alarm, a quick conference of nurses, orderlies, and janitors didn’t turn up anyone willing to say they had seen her. We hurried to Jen’s room and searched it, but there was no sign of her. We went around the floor, peering in other patient rooms and every other room we could find. 

    In the following general confusion, I ended up back in her room, leaning out the open window, gazing out over the parking lot. A shout behind me nearly caused me to jump out the window.

    “You! What are you doing here?” demanded Mr. Washington as he walked through the door from the hall.

    I spun around. “I—”

    “Where is my daughter? What have you done with her this time?”

    I shied back to the windowsill. Mr. Washington was built like a linebacker, tall, wide around the shoulders, huge arms, and terrifying. It was ironic he was a pediatrician. That thought abandoned me when he grabbed my shirt, pushed me back further through the open window, and shook me. 

    “What have you done?” he shouted in my face.

    Before I could, answer, someone spoke behind him. I couldn’t see the person, because a half-ton of angry muscle eclipsed my entire view.

    “I said let him go, Allen!” It was Dr. Anderson. My jaw would have dropped to the floor, but the floor was about one hundred feet below me. Surprise! Dr. Anderson to the rescue, but that did not diminish my gratitude. 

    Jen’s dad turned to scowl at my savior and said, “I’m not letting him go until he tells me where she is.”

    “He doesn’t know where she is, Allen. Put him down and let him go,” replied the doctor, staring at Mr. Washington. The icy Gaze must have penetrated even that mountain of a man, because after a moment, he dropped me.

    I landed in an awkward, bent position on the metal edge of the open window, with my bottom sticking out over the abyss, and felt myself falling back. I reached out to grab something, got one hand on the window frame, and then held on for life as I swung backward. Fortunately, Mr. Washington noticed, and even more fortunately, he didn’t decide to help me out the rest of the way. He grabbed my arm and pulled me in, almost dislocating my shoulder.

    After I landed back inside had my feet on the ground and far away from the window, I noticed Dr. Anderson leaning out where I had almost fallen. 

    He demanded to the air, “How did this get open?” 

    My mind snapped back to the present, and I recalled that he had repeated himself a couple times. 

    It occurred to me how stupid and oblivious I had been. These windows were supposed to be locked. It just wouldn’t look good for the hospital to have patients plummeting to their deaths on a regular basis. I ran back to the window next to Anderson in a panic and plastered my face against the glass.

    I tried to look down, but I was spared further anguish when Anderson told us, “She hasn’t fallen from here.”

    Thank God!

    Mrs. Washington was standing just inside the hallway. Her beautiful almond eyes were filled with quiet anxiety. I dropped my gaze before I could meet hers. I hated the idea that I had hurt such a gentle and kind person.

    My parents showed up in a matter of moments and a brief, intense testosterone-filled moment passed between Mr. Washington and my dad. Again, I was ironically grateful for Dr. Anderson’s presence. He stepped between the two and stopped the incipient floor mopping. 

    I breathed a sigh of relief; there was no question who the mop would have been in that match. Strong hands or no, compared to Mr. Washington, my dad was a stick-bug.

    Standing the hall, I asked, “Dad, what could have happened to her?”

    He shook his head. “I don’t know. It looked like she just got up and walked out when no one was watching.”

    “You don’t think she was kidnapped or anything, do you?” 

    Mom chimed in. “No, she definitely walked out.”

    “How do you know that?” 

    “She took her shoes and her street clothes. They weren’t in the room.”

    Thinking back on it, those sounded like the obvious things to check for, but then, as now, Obvious and I were not on a first-name basis.

    “Where would she go?” I asked aloud. As soon as it got out of my mouth, I whipped out my phone and called Gregg. He didn't answer. Something was wrong.

    I led my parents back out to the hallway past Mrs. Washington. She and my mother exchanged hugs and my dad and I continued out.

    When we got there, I held up my finger. “Just a sec.” I tried texting Gregg. As I watched for the reply, my feeling that something was wrong grew stronger. “Jen's in trouble.”

    My parents didn't understand. They just looked a little puzzled that I would be stating the obvious. “No, I mean really in trouble!”

    “What do you mean?” asked my mom.

    “I don't know, but there is something wrong.” When I saw their looks I said, “I don't know what, but—we have to go home! Jen is there.”

    I didn't wait for my parents; I rushed down the hall, and pushed the elevator button. When it didn't immediately open, I ran to the stairs. 

    My parents caught up and stopped me. “Finn, why do you think she’s there?” asked my Dad.

    The elevator dinged so I reversed course and hopped in, followed by my parents. As we waited while the slowest elevator ever made crawled down four stories, I wracked my brain, looking for a reason for my growing unease.

    In the silence and forced inaction of the elevator, my dad repeated, “Finn? Why do you think she's there?”

    “She's been trying to get me to cut down our tree in the back yard. She thinks it's going to destroy the world or something. I think she’s gone there to do it.”

    “Our house is a good hour walk from the hospital, Finn. Do you think she could make it?”

    “Dad, she’s insane, not crippled.”

    My mom said, “We should drive home along the most likely route she would walk.”

    We agreed and when the elevator finally arrived at the first floor, we all rushed out to the car, leaving a wake of confused and annoyed people. As we pulled out of the parking lot, all I could think about was what I would do if I lost Spring—or Jen.

     

    


If A Tree Falls…

    “Can't you go any faster?”

    My dad didn't answer, but the tires squealed as we rounded a corner. My anxiety kept growing. 

    When we finally pulled into the garage, I bolted out of the car. The quickest way to the backyard was through the house, so I headed inside. The faint sound of a chainsaw bit the air and the image of what might be happening nearly shattered me. I couldn’t let anything happen to my oak. 

    I sprinted through the kitchen, bouncing off walls and cabinets to the sliding glass door. Though it, Gregg flew in from stage left with a chainsaw in his hand, screaming obscenities. He bounced and rolled off stage right followed by the saw. I ran to the door, attempted to throw it open, and nearly ripped my fingers off as the door fought back. Cursing, I fumbled with the lock and yanked the door open one more time. It moved far enough to run into the stop-stick. 

    Argh! Why we would use a stick and leave the windows open was beyond me. I grabbed the stick, threw it away, and yelled, “Leave the fucking door open!” 

    As I finally made it through the door, I saw a beaten and bloodied Gregg reach my tree with the chainsaw. 

    The late afternoon sunlight reflecting from the clouds gave a golden and surreal glow to the world. In that glow, embedded within the scream and stink of the chainsaw, Jen was being eaten by my tree. 

    Her head, one arm, and one shoulder were sticking out of the tree; her torso disappeared into the trunk. She looked like a grisly hunting trophy hung on the tree—a still live and struggling trophy. The panic and pain on her reddened face and silently gaping mouth ripped me open to get to my heart.

    I shouted and flew to help Jen. I had to duck a wildly flaying branch to get to her. The bark puckered around her torso like a pair of huge cracked and craggy lips around a straw. In places, the bark flowed and rippled like a liquid, drawing her into the trunk. My panic matched hers. I cried to her as I grasped her arm and tried to pull her back, but I was afraid I would rip her slender arm out of it socket, so I reached under her shoulder to pull. As I did, my hand scraped against the rough bark under her armpit. Where I touched the bark, it melted and oozed away. I immediately plunged my other hand into the tree, pushed through its warm tar-like consistency and finally got grip under both of Jen's armpits. 

    I heaved back with all the strength I could bring to bear from my awkward position. I couldn’t readily tell if I were pulling her free, but it seemed like she might be coming out a little. As I tugged Jen’s cheek was intimately pressed into mine. She panted in shallow ragged breaths.

    Between breaths, she wheezed, “Can’t breathe. Help me Finn!” 

    The tree squeezed her like an anaconda, its wood creaking as it tightened around her. 

    Fear motivated me to pull harder; I couldn’t let Jen die this way. I heaved on her shoulders and cried, “Spring, stop! Don’t do this! Let her go!”

    The bark in front of my face swirled and drew back, revealing a distorted version of my dryad’s face. Though she resembled a caricature of a human carved in driftwood, her pain and fear were obvious.

    “This One!” Spring cried. “Help me! I cannot stop them. They are destroying me!”

    “Let Jennifer go! I’ll help you!”

    Spring’s face twisted into a thing only partly human. “This One, she attacked us!” she roared, her voice an echo of tornado force winds. “This One must defend us!”

    I heaved hard on Jennifer, and this time, I drew her out a little bit more. Before any sense of relief came over me, a hand reached out of the tree and around my head. It forced me forward and yanked my face into contact with Spring’s. Her rough wooden lips locked onto mine, and numbness spread from her touch. Light-headedness overcame me, followed by crippling cold. I struggled for my own life as she drew it out through my mouth. I tried to fight back, but I couldn’t free myself. She was going to kill me.

    At that point, strong arms grabbed me from behind. With a rib-creaking effort, my dad pulled me from that terrible embrace. He kept yelling my name, but the sound barely added to the din of the saw, the thrashing, and groaning of the branches, and Jen’s wailing. 

    Without warning, Spring released me, and I fell back on top of my dad. The two of us slammed to the ground. I struggled against a growing darkness and a ringing in my ears. My fear and anger became muted as I fought my way through the encroaching darkness. From the bottom of a tunnel of growing apathy, I watched Spring step from the tree, clutching Jen in her hands. She threw Jen away like a child tossing a rag doll. 

    I couldn’t let go. I couldn’t surrender to the numbness and fatigue. I fought to stay conscious, but I was losing. My hands found my dad’s arms still around me, and I clutched at them as if he were an anchor. Warm strength filled me. It flowed from my dad and into me. In an instant, that strength pushed the darkness back, and the weakness left my limbs. The arms holding me released me. I shouted and jumped after Spring.

    Spring's nude form glistened with blood as she rushed in and attacked a similarly bloody Gregg standing next to the trunk in a fog of flying wood-chips and blue smoke. He pulled out the saw and brought it up to protect himself. He didn't stand a chance. Spring backhanded him, smacking the chainsaw away simultaneously smashing Gregg across his chest. He flew back like a stuntman on a wire and rolled to a broken heap on the ground. The chainsaw fell beside him. 

    Spring went after him. I sprinted after her and screamed, “Stop!” 

    She swung her wooden cabled arms up over Gregg's prone form. I caught up with her and grabbed them in what I knew was a futile effort to stop them from smashing down on my friend. 

    At my first touch, she whirled on me to strike. The humanity had drained from her craggy face. Rage replaced it. Her features were wooden and wild. She'd become a monstrous tree creature, a caricature of a woman. 

    Her raised tree-branch imitation of a human arm vibrated as if against some internal tug of war. Our eyes locked and I cringed with fear. When she saw my reaction, her arm began to drop, and the smooth soft skin I loved to stroke so much returned to her face. “This One! Why?” 

    Spring’s eyes were huge and brimmed with tears. Her mouth was drawn down with agony. She held out now human arms palms up as if carrying the heavy burden of my betrayal. The hurt and loss on her face stabbed through me as nothing ever had. I would do anything to fix this. I would die to ease her pain. 

    Behind me, the chainsaw revved up, and its teeth bit into wood again. Spring's mouth opened wide as she loosed an inarticulate scream. Her face hardened one more time; her eyes became knots of wood; bark erupted from her skin, and her mouth became a ragged, splintering tear. She threw me aside as she rushed to defend her tree. I caught my balance, spun around and saw Jennifer wielding the chainsaw this time. She drove the full length of the blade into the tree.

    The wood chips spraying from the blade turned into blood spewing from the tree, drenching Jennifer as if she had hit some sort of artery in the middle of the trunk. Between the spewing blood and the pure hatred on Jen’s face, she looked more like a demon from hell than Spring ever had.

    Spring reached Jen before I could stop her. 

    In desperation, I yelled, “Stop! Stop!” No one listened.

    Jen spotted Spring’s charge and tried to pull the saw out of the tree to defend against the rushing dryad, but Spring smashed into her headlong and threw her several feet back, leaving the chainsaw's now-idling blade in the tree.

    Spring started to follow after Jen, but a tremendous crack thundered through the backyard, and the trunk split. The weight of the branches that had grown far out over our house pulled the mighty oak over with a scream of tortured wood. A shower of blood flew out of the broken trunk as the massive oak crashed into our house.

    I didn't care about the house; I only had eyes for Spring. A terrible wound at her waist ripped open, nearly cutting her in half. She turned toward her tree, stretched out her shaking arms, and wailed a terrible cry of despair and loss. Blood pumped out of her wound as she turned her head toward me gaping in pain, confusion, and pleading. She crumpled to the ground. Suddenly it was quiet.

    Three people dear to me were lying broken in the blood-soaked grass, and I could only go to one. I had a split second of horror and fear to pause in indecision, and then, overwhelmed with the sight of the horrible gash in Spring’s stomach, I ran and fell to her side to try and staunch the blood.

    The hot red blood pooling around her soaked my clothes. The metallic smell clogged my nose as I kept calling to her. I cradled her head in my arms and drew her limp form toward me. She seemed strangely light, as if hollow. I stroked her face and through the blur of my tears, I saw her return to her more human form. Her eyes fluttered open, and the familiar green of them tore at my heart. 

    “Please, don’t die,” I whispered.

    “When roots are sundered, no life is possible. All returns to soil,” she whispered. 

    My tears fell on her and a faint smile came to her face. “Beautiful This One. This One who has been my Sun is now my Rain.” 

    She lifted a bloody hand to her face, where my tears landed, then touched my cheek and cradled it. 

    I couldn’t bear the thought of losing her. I couldn’t let it end like this. “Please, Spring, please live. Please do something. Find another tree, tell me what I can do to help you—just don’t die.”

    She gave me a sad smile. “The life we shared... Life created. It is enough.” 

    “No, no, no! Take what you need from me. Take it all.” I cast about in desperation, searching for some answer, some way to save her, and I found a roaring bonfire within me, but not of me. I tapped into that power and light and fed it to her. My previous draining and subsequent restoration by my father had opened up a new dimension for me, and I sent that strength to her along that dimension.

    To my amazement and delight, her fading stopped, and her smile grew wider. Her eyes filled with wonder and she whispered, “This One can be my Root, too.”

    At that instant, something came back along my stream of power, something primal and wild. All the smells and feelings of life engulfed me. Spring filled my every sense. Her essence, so precious and familiar, surrounded me. Bright, clear, and immediate, all my memories of her returned to embrace me. 

    As this happened inside, my awareness expanded to include every living thing around me. The grass and trees growing nearby, the mold reclaiming the fallen, the insects feeding, and the birds hiding in their bushes, all had a place in the world—all partook of an eternal dance of life and death. The beat of the sun and the rain and the slow throb of the seasons drove that dance. 

    I had only a moment of wonder when pain erupted within me. Every sensation I had been floating in became sharp and unyielding. Spring's essence withdrew its effortless support, contracted into a hard spear of will, and pierced me to my core. It lodged in the center of me and pushed the-me-within aside, spreading through my mind, through my existence, and expanding, pushing harder and harder. The pressure tried to squeeze me out of myself. There was no room for me, and the pressure became unbearable.

    This One, hold me! urged the memory of Spring’s voice within me. Images flashed through my mind. Roots pushed through and embraced nurturing soils and cracked unyielding boulders.

    I didn’t understand. The pain increased as I fought against the intrusion into my soul. The unstoppable force split me open. My resistance shattered. As my consciousness retreated from the assault, the memory of Spring rose up again, and her warmth cradled me. The warmth’s offer became my need. Everything inverted. 

    Like the candle becoming the faces, I could see everything from the other side, and I knew what to do. I stopped struggling and welcomed Spring into my soul. What had been a weapon became a gift, what had been forced upon me became an offering of life, primal and burning. I dropped my defenses, my boundaries, and the pressure disappeared as she poured into me with the rush of a river, the roar of the wind, the smell of spring. I became… more.

    After an extended moment in time, the flow subsided, settled in, and became quiescent. I opened my eyes to find my hands empty. It did not surprise me, but the bright red blood covering the ground, my hands, and my clothes shocked me back to the current now that I had left moments or eons ago.

    I looked up, and the sight of Jennifer lying face down, broken and still on the ground, assaulted my eyes. To make it worse, a short distance away, the shattered and blood-soaked stump of my oak thrust obscenely from the earth. The last golden light of the dying day had faded, leaving everything cold and gray. 

    I stood and slipped on the wet lawn, went back down on one knee. The blood-soaked grass made a squidging sound, like a wet sponge when squeezed. I gathered myself up again and hurried to Jennifer’s side. I fell beside her, begging her not to be dead, and turned her over. She flopped onto her back like a discarded puppet. 

    The sight of her horrified me. Bright scarlet blood covered her and a large red welt swelled over her left eye. I hesitated to touch her again, but the lack of movement of her chest overcame my fear of hurting her. I put my hand on her throat to check for a pulse. I couldn’t feel a thing, just the sticky wet blood that covered her. 

    I panicked, trying to remember anything I knew about first aid. Only then, I recalled that I shouldn’t move anyone who might have a neck injury. Oh, shit! Maybe I had just killed her or paralyzed her by turning her over. 

    Idiot! Idiot! Idiot! I screamed in my head.

    Listen.

    The thought came out of nowhere and seemed to hang in my mind. Listen to what? 

    Listen. 

    The knowledge of what to do came to me like a memory. I Listened. It wasn’t listening per se. This version of hearing resembled listening like a picture of Mount Everest resembled standing on the summit. For the first time, I opened myself up, and I Listened; the world came rushing in. The strong beat of Jennifer’s heart in her chest thumped alongside mine. The blood rushed through her veins, and whipped by before my eyes, as though I were there within her. I knew immediately that none of the blood on the ground came from her, and her eye was whole. Her body was still alive and strong.

    At that moment, I looked up to send my thanks to God, and instead of God, I found Erik Parmely. He stood by the corner of my house. Our vision locked over the shattered stump of my oak tree. His eyes were wide and filled with emotion that I later recognized as fear. I must have looked rather demonic holding Jen, the two of us covered with blood. For my part, he scared the shit out of me. I didn’t know what to do. What would I do if he attacked me again?

    “Finn?” The weak and panicked call from my mom drove Erik from my mind.

    I turned to see her watching me with bleak eyes. She sat with the body of my dad pulled onto her lap. Tears ran down her cheeks. I gently, but quickly, lay Jen down, got up, and ran to my mom.

    “Dad!”

    I threw myself down on my knees beside him. 

    “What happened?” I didn’t remember seeing him get hurt.

    “I don’t know!” Mom cried. “He just fell over. He must have hit his head. I think he’s dying.”

    “No!” I couldn't let that happen.

    Listen, came the thought again.

    This time I immediately followed my thought; I Listened to him. When I did, I heard my dad’s failing heartbeat and saw the darkness shrouding him. The life within him flickered and faded like a candle going out.

    “Mom, what happened to him?” 

    “He… he…,” she started. “He pulled you away from the… the… thing in the tree, and the two of you fell to the ground. He never got up.”

    My mind raced back to that moment, and I considered the sudden burst of strength from the touch of his arms. Did I do this to him? I wasn’t sure. What kind of a person would do something like this to his father—to my father?

    Life spent. Time is done.

    “No!” I shouted back, answering my own thoughts.

    My emotional reaction seemed to steady my mom or helped her tap some inner strength of her own. “Finn, go call an ambulance.”

    “Mom, there isn’t time! He’s dying!”

    “Finn, look at me.” When I did, she said, “Go get the phone and dial nine-one-one.”

    “No, I did this. I can fix it!”

    I didn’t see her reaction to my pronouncement; I just put my head on my dad’s chest and Listened—deeply. The rest of the world dropped away. Knowledge of his body flowed through me. I heard its processes shutting down. As cells died, their deaths made little implosions against my mind: pop; pop; pop—like microscopic bombs.

    “No, you can’t die!” I pleaded. I had to find a way to fix this. I had caused it somehow, and I would fix him or die trying. The memory of how his strength flowed into me bubbled to mind. I tried to reverse it, imagined blowing life back into his failing cells. I tried imaging a river flowing from me to him. Nothing happened.

    Life fails. It ends.

    “No! Help me! Help me fix him. Help me understand what’s wrong with him!”

    Then Listen to the dying light.

    My thoughts were guided deeper. I sank down into my dad’s being, his essence. I reached into his core, and I Listened and Looked. There, the fire flickered, the fire that created him, that sustained him and all the cells in his body. He was dying. The sustaining force of his life had failed. The part of him that fueled the flames was broken. I couldn’t tell what was wrong, but I could sense the wrongness. 

    I changed my focus to myself and Listened. In my own body, I saw the difference. Where my dad’s fires were dying, mine raged crackling and pulsing around me. The contrast was clear and stunning, but didn’t show me what I needed to know.

    You are the Sun, the Source, the Root.

    On instinct, I followed the voice back to where it originated. Within mine, another fire burned—a flame distinct from me, one that drew its power from me. I dove through the flames to their core, and I recognized Spring within me, now a part of me. I dove deeper still, and she surrounded me, soothed me, and calmed me. Within her, within me, I found the key. I discovered how I fed her flames. I forced my awareness back into my dad, and I tried to duplicate what I had seen within his fading being. I was clumsy, ignorant, and stupid. I did through brute force that, which I know now, needs finesse and gentle persuasion. The only thing I can say is that sometimes I’m a lucky bastard. It worked—sort of.

    My joy over the power flowing from me into my dad outweighed every other sense or desire I had. I pushed harder, and the fire passing through to him raged and burned, but I would not let him die. I gave him everything and then more. I pushed until the world around me started to fade. Darkness flooded within me, flowing up and over me as I continued my frantic push. The darkness closed in and, I only had time to think, Uh-oh, before it took me.

    


Once More, Out Of The Darkness …

    This time, when I awoke in the hospital, no giant coffee pots greeted me. I only woke to the sound of Eric Cartman’s whiny nasal voice singing, “Kyle’s Mom is a great big bitch, a big, big bitch. She’s a mean old bitch…”

    Over that, I heard Dave laughing with Jim. They sat next to each other in the corner of the darkened hospital room, watching the animation on Dave’s laptop, which sat on the hospital’s version of a TV dinner table. 

    Yep, looked just like last time: institutional chic. The curtains were closed, although some sunlight peeped in through the folds of the curtains. I really wanted to go back to sleep. I was tired and felt like crap, but my hunger wouldn’t let me. Besides, who would watch South Park in their friend’s hospital room?

    “You’re kidding me, right?” I croaked out. Dave’s face broke into an even bigger smile when he noted I was awake. “Mighty Finn! You’re back!” He slapped the laptop closed, cutting off the song, before coming over to my bed.

    Jim rose slower and made his way to the bed as well. He questioned, “How you feeling, Finn?”

    I ignored them both. “Really? You’re sitting in a hospital room next to your sick and dying friend watching Southpark? Have you no shame?”

    Dave grinned. “Hey, it gets boring sitting around watching you piss into a bag and get skinny.”

    I lifted the covers and peered down to my little soldier. Damn! 

    Dave continued, unperturbed by my distressed visage. “Besides, Jim had never seen it, and you’re not dying any time soon, at least not so far as the doctors can tell.”

    I dropped the covers and glowered at him. “Well, that’s something at least.”

    His smile dropped from his face, and he asked, “So… how are you feeling?”

    “I feel like crap, and I could eat a dinosaur.” 

    Everything that had happened to me seemed a bit distant and dull, as if it happened to me when I was someone else. 

    I asked, “So, what happened? What time is it?”

    “It’s just about dinnertime, maybe five o’clock. As for what happened, we were hoping you would tell us,” snarked Dave. “Then, we can sell the story to the National Enquirer and get rich.”

    My mouth started watering as I considered dinner, and my stomach made a squelching noise.

    Oblivious to my gustatory emergency, Jim said, “No one actually knows what happened. Your dad, Jen, and Gregg are all in the hospital, too.”

    A memory bomb blew away my blissful selective amnesia. Connections started sparking from my forebrain to my limbic system, and a bolt of fear slid through me, displacing my hunger. “What happened to them? Are they all right?”

    Jim responded again, “I don’t know what’s happening with your dad, but Gregg has a concussion, cracked ribs, plus a fractured leg and arm. Jen has a concussion and a broken collarbone. Everybody got kind of beat up, but we’ve been told they’re going to heal up.”

    “Don’t worry,” said Dave with a gleam in his eye. “We can rebuild them, make them stronger, faster…  So they can run away from you.”

    “Jesus, Dave!” started Jim.

    Unintentionally, I cut him short with my laugh. It was Dave’s way to reduce the tension. He loved kicking people’s sacred cows and took every opportunity to do so. This time around, I actually appreciated it. Laughter was better than dread, which had plopped down on my heart, heavy, cold, and too much to handle right now.

    “No, Jim, he’s right,” I said. “You guys should probably run while you can, too.”

    Dave hunkered down onto the bed rail and rested his chin on the metal. “So, coma boy, spill. What the hell happened? There’s nothing but rampant speculation on the news. We can’t get in to see Jen or Gregg, and neither your mom nor the police are talking.”

    I tilted my head back toward the ceiling with a sigh. “Where’s my mom? Is she all right?”

    Jim said, “She’s at home, sleeping. We offered to sit with you so she could get out for a while. Between you and your dad, she’d been here for over forty hours.”

    “She wanted us to help keep the paparazzi, Mr. Washington, and the other stalkers away,” said Dave.

    “They’ve been really persistent, and a couple got into your room,” added Jim.

    “What do they want?”

    Dave’s mouth hung open. “You’re kidding, right? This is more excitement than even high school basketball. I think some people have actually exploded with curiosity—nasty to clean up.” 

    At my blank stare, he continued, “Look, the police get a nine-one-one call from your mom. She gets them to send four ambulances to your house. When they get there, it looks like a scene out of Call of Cthulhu with enough blood to fill a swimming pool. 

    “You and your dad came in unconscious. Gregg and Jen looked like someone beat them with a really big stick. On top of that, someone has cut down the oak tree in your back yard and crushed your house. Your mom claims she just got there and found everyone like that. Says she doesn’t know what happened. The police opened up an investigation looking for the approximately one dozen people who must have been killed and drained in your backyard. First, they’re convinced Erik Parmely had something to do with it. Then, twelve hours later, the Chief of Police announces no one had been murdered, the blood came from a cow, and obviously, it was all a prank that got out of control.”

    “Oh,” I squeaked in a weak voice.

    “But wait! There’s more!” Dave laughed. “So, after they brought here, Jen’s dad storms into your room and starts shaking you around and yelling at you, even though you’re unconscious. Your mom clobbers him with a pitcher and screams bloody murder until the hospital orderlies come and drag Mr. Washington out. Now, there’s a restraining order against him from even coming into the same county as you, and he’s gotten one to stop you from coming into contact with Jen or Gregg.”

    I glanced from Dave to Jim. He glared at Dave’s complete lack of empathy, class, or style.

    I found myself starting to agree with him. A little of Dave goes a long way. “Oh, god,” slipped out of my mouth as everything Dave said sank in. A stirring of something in the depths of my mind responded to my horror. 

    Dave took a deep breath to continue when Jim silenced him by saying, “Okay, Dave, enough. I think you’ve done plenty of damage here.”

    To my utter shock, Dave took Jim’s advice and shut up. They both focused on me, waiting for me to speak, waiting to discover what had happened. 

    “I really wish the police’s story were true. It’s certainly more believable than what really happened.” I raised my palms to my forehead and tried to take a breath. “Everything is so fucked up.” 

    Instinctively, my hand dropped to my throat and closed around the necklace. Its presence brought a measure of comfort, yet I still felt helpless and alone, even with two of my best friends in the room.

    In answer, a gentle thought evoking wind-rustling leaves whispered into my mind. I am here with you. The smell of hyacinth and lilies swirled around me as it passed.

    My heart sped up as the message rolled through my brain. At first, I figured I had thought those words, but I realized who it must be—Spring. She had somehow survived. 

    I didn’t know how to express my joy at seeing her. Spring! 

    Yes This One, you cradle me and hold me and nurture me.

    Dread flood through me. If she was a part of me, that meant the rest of it was all true.

    Ignorant to my inner drama, Dave said, “Try us.” 

    How could I possibly explain any of this without sounding completely mental? I didn't want to sit through their incredulous stares, but what choice did I have? I could just shut up and go through this alone, or I could tell them and risk their ridicule and disbelief. At worst, they would leave me alone, anyway, but maybe I wouldn’t be alone in this new Bizzaro World that I had stumbled upon. 

    Dave produced a piece of once-folded printer paper. “This guy seems to be the only one who knows what happened.”

    He handed it to me, and on it, a message was scrawled in red marker. 

    I saw everything. I know what you are. As God is my witness, I will stop you.

    There was no indication who had written it, but I didn’t need one.

    


Inquiring Minds Want To Know

    I looked up from the letter and searched my friends faces. “Who wrote this? Where did you find it?”

    Jim shrugged. “We found it on your tray next to your bed when we came in. Of course, Dave, having no class, unfolded it and read it. We don’t know who it’s from.” 

    The memory of locking eyes with Erik while holding Jen’s still form hit me with the wet slap of a dead fish and came out of my mouth as, “Aw, crap.”

    Eager and interested, Dave leaned forward and stared at me. “Do you know who wrote this? More importantly, why did they write this? What did you do?”

    I dropped my head back on my pillow and moaned as I pressed my palms to my eyes. “Erik-fucking-Parmely. It has to be him.”

    Even this sidecar couldn’t derail Dave. “Oh, fine. You invite him to your party, but not your friends. What did he see, Finn?”

    Isn’t there some sort of rule about how much shit the universe could dump on you at one time? I swore, “God damn it! He’s been stalking me, Dave.” Jim frowned and rubbed his chin. “You should call the police; get a restraining order or something before he takes this to them.”

    “In the meantime, you can tell us what happened.”

    Spring was thinking the same thing I was. This One, your body has nothing for me to work with. You need sustenance.

    I figured we’d have to work on her language skills, but it got to the important point. “You have to feed me first.”

    “What?”

    “No food, no story.”

    Dave looked at Jim, “You heard the man! Feed him!”

    Jim looked at Dave sourly. “You feed him.”

    “I’m not the one with the half a foot long in my pack. I already ate mine!”

    Jim finally acquiesced and produced the remains of his turkey sub. He presented it to me with both hands and bowed. “Your Majesty.”

    I had a tough time answering through the saliva that filled my mouth at the first smell. “Thank you loyal servant, you may sit in my presence.”

    About two breaths later, I was licking my fingers, and I felt strength flowing back through me. Immediately, I started feeling less tired and lousy. “Damn, that was a good sub.”

    Jim raised an eyebrow skeptically, “How could you tell? I’m pretty sure none of it had time to touch your tongue.”

    Dave waived his hand at us. “Yeah, yeah, okay Finn. You’ve been fed, now spill. What happened?”

    For the first time, I gave some real thought about how I would tell anyone about this. “I don’t know how to explain it Dave.”

    “Oh, come on! That’s a cop-out! Give monkey boy.” 

    I eyed Dave and shook my head. “I’m serious; you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

    “Okay. So what?”

    That was a good question. Did it really matter if anyone believed me? Yes, but I couldn’t tell you why. “Look, give me some time. I’ll tell you when I get out of here. That way if you want to have me committed, you’ll have to drag me back kicking and clawing.”

    Dave frowned at me in disgust. A knotted cold, wet dishcloth formed in my stomach. “What about Jen and Gregg? What did they tell you?”

    “They won’t let anyone in to see them,” said Jim. “Mr. Washington is keeping everyone else out.”

    “Did he say why?”

    “Not to us.” Dave shook his head.

    “I suppose anyone would freak out seeing their children brought into the hospital unconscious and covered in blood,” said Jim.

    The logic in that was hard to deny, especially after the evil neighborhood demon boy—a.k.a. Finn Morgenstern—did something to drive your daughter insane.

    My mom bustling into the room broke the uncomfortable silence that grew after Jim’s comment. Her face lit up when she saw me sitting up in bed chatting with my friends. She came over and gave me a big hug, which I returned enthusiastically. Then, before I knew it, a dam that I hadn’t noticed, or had tried to ignore, burst within me. My mother was here. She would make everything all right. I cried like a little kid. Grief and guilt burst through the dam I had constructed to hold them back. 

    Sometime during my breakdown, Jim and Dave excused themselves to go get some dinner. They didn’t want to watch me go through this any more than I wanted to go through it. When my outpouring of pent up fears and sorrows slowed to a trickle, leaving a temporary, but precious, emptiness, the hiccups moved into the void. Damn that’s annoying. I held my breath, drank a glass of water, and managed to drown them.

    “Mom? How’s dad?”

    “Your father is in a coma. A lot like the one you were in, but he’s been in it a lot longer than you were.”

    The tears threatened again. “Mom,” I began, and then paused. I dreaded telling her this. “I think I’m the one who hurt Dad.”

    “Oh, honey.” She grabbed my hand and said, “It was an accident. When he pulled you away from the tree, you both fell, and he hit his head. It’s nobody’s fault.”

    “No, Mom, I don’t think that’s it.” No way could I stop there, so I tried to explain everything to her. I tried just talking about what happened in the backyard, but kept finding myself having to backtrack. Before long, I gave up and started from the beginning.

    Mom sat and listened to my story with concerned attention. We paused when the orderly came in with my dinner. I don’t remember anything about him, since he was a guy and I was preoccupied. I do remember being a little surprised when I found the platter empty with no memory of eating, though. 

    Everything except for my last sighting of Erik and his note came spilling out of me. Images of what I had done to Dad repeated through my mind like a broken film and pushed the jerk from my mind. 

    I ended with, “I remember vaguely being worried that I gave too much of whatever I had given to Dad. After that, I passed out.”

    When I finished, she sat back in the chair she had dragged to the side of my bed. Her hair was straggly and uncombed and the lines in her face suggested that her cheeks were too heavy to lift. This was my fault. 

    What will I do if she doesn’t believe me?

    “Finn,” she said after rubbing the palms of her hands over her face and through her hair. “I saw the tree eating Jennifer. You pulled her out whole. I saw that creature toss Jen across the yard after she came out of the trunk. That tree start to bleed the moment it grabbed you. I saw that thing, the girl—the dryad—disappear while you cradled Jennifer in your arms! I can’t believe what I saw that day, but I can’t deny that I saw it without lying to myself. I still can’t seem to integrate it into my world. I keep thinking that it was all a nightmare, a bad dream. 

    “Then I come here, and see you and your dad, and it all comes crashing in around me again. Dryads? Bleeding trees? Magic?” she balked. “It sounds more like one of your games than the real world.” She paused looking off to some old memory and not focusing on anything in the room. “I’m a scientist, Finn. I believe in the laws of physics. I believe in what I can see, hold, and measure. This is beyond me, and I don’t know what to do.” A few tears leaked out when she squeezed her eyes shut. 

    I waited, trying to give her the same courtesy she had given me—listening without judgment or interruption.

    After a time, she opened her eyes again. “Now you tell me that you’re possessed by the tree spirit that’s been killing you; that you can somehow see into people and help them? How am I supposed to handle that? How can I protect my family when all the things I’ve believed have been thrown aside?” The lost and forlorn expression on her face mirrored her words.

    “Mom…,” I choked. Tears dripped from my eyes again, and my throat constricted painfully. “I’m so sorry…I should have told you. I should have…”

    “Should have what, Finn? Should have said a tree was molesting you?” 

    I didn’t “molest” you! We mated in joyful creation of life! 

    Please, Spring, let her speak!

    My mom continued. “Should you have told me that everything we know about everything is wrong?” She shook her head. “Maybe, Finn, but if I have trouble accepting this now, I doubt I would have accepted your explanation before.”

    “But, Mom, if I’d—”

    “No, Finn. There was nothing you could have done. How could you? You’re a child. You’ve been living through things that would’ve broken some grown men. I understand that you try to take on responsibility for everything that happens around you, but you can’t do that here. The fact that you did all you did trying to save everyone is testament to your strength and courage. None of this is your fault.”

    So many emotions flowed through me at that moment that I thought I would shatter from nothing more than a sharp blow. Love and gratitude to my mom swelled within me. Hearing her say that it wasn’t my fault came as a huge relief, even though another part of me knew she was wrong. That part of me grieved that I hadn’t handled everything differently. My guilt was sealed, but my mom’s love was still unbreakable. It made everything more bearable—even being called a child.

    When I didn’t say anything, she demanded, “It’s not your fault! Understand?”

    Keeping my reservations to myself, I nodded, and then the two of us hugged and cried again.

    Of course, Jim and David chose that moment to walk back into the room. David’s exclamation announced them. “A whole hour? You can cry for a whole hour? Show some dignity, man!”

    I pulled back from my mom and glared at him through puffy red eyes. Jim shifted from one foot to the other, uncomfortable, and took a step away from him. Dave grinned his unrepentant grin as I tried to stare him into shame. I lost the battle when my mom laughed and said, “David Drew Canning, you’re terrible!”

    Jim cast him a sour glower and said, “Yeah, we think it was because he was dropped on his head too many times as a baby.”

    It mystified me how Dave or anyone could have such brass balls. Some of the things he said were unbelievable. Whenever I tried quips like that, I caught major trouble. He somehow was immune to most social limits and continued not to disappoint.

    “So, has your son given you his theory about what happened?” 

    My mom turned back to me. “You told them?”

    “No, not yet.”

    Dave said, “He's testing us to see how far he can push our curiosity before our heads explode.”

    “Dave, I promise I'll tell you what I can after I get out of here, okay?”

    To my relief, he relented. “Okay, I guess another couple of days won't kill me.”

    Jim had been holding back and listening to the conversation. Now he stepped up with a small smile playing on his lips. “Come on, Dave. I promised your mom I'd get you home before seven. You know how you get if you’re not in bed on time.”

    “Ha! You funny guy.” 

    “Come on, let’s go. Give Finn and Mrs. M. some privacy.”

    Grudgingly, Dave allowed himself to be herded out of the room.

    “Detective Hunter has been by several times to see you,” said my mom. She smirked with self-satisfaction. “I told her that if she woke you up, I’d sue her for child molesting.”

    Graciously, I laughed at that while ignoring yet another slight about my age. I thought it quite mature of me.

    “Anyway, I think she’ll be coming by tomorrow and won’t be put off any longer.”

    “Oh,” I pouted. The fear I had been ignoring rose up to tap me on the shoulder. I felt so guilty about the whole affair that I was sure the police wouldn’t believe anything from me except for a full confession. 

    “I wish I could talk to Gregg!” I said, voicing my second biggest fear. “What if his story doesn’t match ours?”

    My mom shook her head. “There’s nothing we can do about it, so we’ll do the best we can. Just stick to the story we’ve discussed.” She sighed. “Actually, let’s go over it again.”

    ***

    A short time after my mother had gone home, nurse Harry came in to remove my catheter. He was a short,  Lebanese guy. The way he treated me, I wasn't even sure he realized I was a living being. There was no-nonsense and no denying him. It was so much better than the first time when nurse Kati did it that I had to send a little prayer of gratitude to the Karma Fairy. Maybe I'd reached my quota for the year or something. Yeah Right.

    


The Morning After

    Momma Nature’s insistent calling pulled me from my sound sleep. Ignoring the call was getting close to impossible when I heard someone in my room say, “Oh!”

    I peeled my face from the damp ring of drool left on my sheets and took in the bright, shiny day the world had brought me. My favorite nurse, Kati, stood inside the door of my hospital room, looking around. The covers lay strewn around the floor as if I’d had a wild party.

    Mortified, I tore away from the sheets that were damp with sweat—and perhaps other bodily fluids—and sat up. I shoved the pillow, from where I had it clasped between my legs, and smoothed down the short, flowered, hospital nightie. Though technically covered, I felt naked under Kati’s appraising stare. To make things worse, as I arranged my covers, my hand encountered a wet, cold, and sticky spot on aforementioned nightie. 

    The flames shooting out of my ears from my blush were probably a fire hazard. She stood in the hallway, making strange strangling noises, and swallowing hard, while she held her face tightly neutral. As though she found it impossible to look anywhere else, she locked gazes with me.

    My bursting bladder suggested the way out. “Uh, sorry, I’ve got to go!” I hopped out of bed and ran to the bathroom with my all-over wagging through the open nightie behind me.

    I slammed the bathroom door, threw off the nightie, and answered mom’s call. 

    Do not worry about impressing that one; she is not in her fertile period. Also, she is not a good candidate for your seed, so it does not matter if she is attracted to you. She is small with narrow hips. You should wait for someone more suitable.

    Spring, please! Give me some privacy when I'm on the toilet. 

    Amusement bubbled from within me when she added, This One is funny. Then her presence drew back from my conscious thoughts. 

    Sharing your mind with someone sucks.

    I sat there for a while before I realized that I had concluded my business. Then I flushed the toilet and went to wash my hands. I raised my eye to the mirror, and a fresh wave of horror hit me. 

    “Gah!” burst out of my mouth.

    My head looked like a banana with my hair sticking up over my scalp and drooping. The hairs not recruited to my main ’do stuck up at odd angles and clung to each other for support. Correction: my head looked like a fuzzy banana. 

    I dropped my face into my hands, bent over, and banged my head against the porcelain sink. A dim voice from the other side of the door stopped me. “Finn? Are you all right?”

    “Uh, yeah, no problem. I’m fine. Don’t come in. Everything’s okay.” It all spilled out of me in a disturbing, squeaky voice.

    The door muffled her voice. “All right, let me know if you need help.”

    “I, uh, I’m going to take a shower,” I called.

    “Okay. If you feel dizzy or faint, sit down, and use the buzzer next to the shower.”

    “All right, no problem,” I responded, trying not to croak like a frog.

    The shower beat on me for a long time, and I would have let it continue if not for Spring. 

    This One, you are in danger of over-watering yourself. Your skin is puckering. 

    I shut off the water and stood there dripping. “Spring, were you in my dream?”

    One of the apparent benefits of sharing a brain is that regardless of your grammar, your intent came through loud and clear. 

    She replied, No, but you must have enjoyed yourself. 

    My brain had flat-lined on weirdness and discomfort, and I didn’t even flinch at the inherent strangeness of that statement. She tried to cheer me up. Even if you are silly, you are still my Sun, my Rain, my Root.

    Her affection whirled in my thoughts. It helped—a lot. 

    By the time I wrapped a towel around myself and emerged into the room, I was whistling along with the beat of Wendigota's heart. 

    In a woefully familiar pattern, life wasn’t finished yanking my chain that morning. As I exited the bathroom, I almost ran into the beautiful Detective Victoria Hunter. I froze with my lips puckered. 

    Victoria… er, Detective Hunter’s gaze dropped to the floor like a rock. She spoke before I could rally my brain enough to say something. “Oh! I’m sorry! I thought you were just using the, uh… Maybe I can give you some time to get dressed?”

    I thawed and replied, awkward for awkward, “Uh, sure. Sure.”

    She stood still until I realized I made a lousy door. I blushed and stepped out of the short hallway, and she hurried out. At least she had the presence of mind to close the door, earning my heartfelt gratitude. Sheesh. Time to start getting dressed in the bathroom. 

    Nurse Kati had cleaned up the room and laid out a new beflowered nightie for me on the bed. 

    Not going to happen, I thought, using more emphatic words than what I might have chosen. The idea of Detective Hunter interrogating me in that gown made me cringe. I refused to even contemplate wearing it.

    A quick search and I found my street clothes. Just putting them on relaxed my muscles and eased my nerves. They say, “The clothes make the man.” I don’t know about that, but my familiar jeans and tee were a layer of armor against the world. They helped control the panic rising yet again in me.

    A few minutes later, the sexy cop knocked on the door and came in when I answered. She offered her hand and said, “Hello, again, Finn. Sorry about the intrusion.”

    I smiled, heat burning through my cheeks and ears. “No problem.” While her handshake was not as crushing as Dr. Mengele-Anderson’s, hers was a little too strong to be called “firm.” 

    After we shook, she kept holding my hand in her long, warm, sexy fingers, and she gave me a searching look. “You seem different somehow.”

    “I do?”

    “Yes, something’s changed. Did you get a haircut?”

    Aware of her hand in mine, or should I say my hand in hers, I pointed to my wet head, “Nope, just got a new hospital ’do.”

    It frustrated her that she couldn’t pinpoint the change. Being a cop, I supposed you had to be observant, and she didn’t like missing anything. “Have you been working out?”

    “A little.” Sure enough, when I checked, my shirt was a little less filled out around the stomach area.

    “It’s just that you seem more…” She stopped herself. “Uh, that is, you seem to have…”

    This was a strange new experience. I didn’t make people uncomfortable—just didn’t happen. It had always been the other way around.

    I pulled on my hand a little to get it back, reminding her that she still had her fingers around it. She dropped her hand, turned bright red, and said, “Never mind. Shall we sit?”

    “Sure.” The idea that I made a woman blush mesmerized me.

    We both ended up sitting in mismatched hospital chairs, facing each other. Detective Hunter pulled out an iPad and placed it on her lap.

    While I watched her long, slender fingers poking at the screen, Spring chimed in, You have sound instincts. She is strong with wide hips and will be able to bear you many children. This female is a breeder and is ready to procreate. You should follow your desires here. I am sure she would be grateful for your seed. I have signaled to her that you are fertile and ready.

    What signal? What are you talking about?

    Spring rummaged through my brain for a second before she popped back in triumph. I have released pheromones compatible with hers. She should be ready to be impregnated by you.

    What? Don't do that! Stop it! I thought, mortified, even though the potential fantasy fascinated me.

    The detective caught me in the middle of my dialog with Spring. “Finn, I’m grateful for your time…” What she must look like underneath that uniform was paraded across my mind. I blushed when she stopped with a concerned pinch of her lips. 

    “Are you all right?”

    Spring laughed at my reaction. 

    I thought to her, This is not funny!

    Procreation is not funny, she agreed. It is life. Without it, there is only death and decay.

    Right! I agreed with relief that I’d gotten my point across so easily.

    This One is funny.

    The detective prompted me again. “Finn?”

    “Uh, yeah, yeah, I’m fine!” I rushed, still burning red.

    For some reason, she returned my blush, but hurriedly continued. “I know you’ve been through a lot recently, but I need to ask you about what happened on June twelfth.”

    That yanked my mind back from sexual-fantasyland. I had known that the question was coming, but still my heart sped up and my mouth went dry. I tried to ignore the dread and told the story as I had rehearsed with my mom. It hadn’t occurred to either of us for me to look dumb and say, “I dunno.” Instead, I said, “We were going the hospital where we tried to visit my friend, Jen. She was gone from her room when we got there. 

    “Well, we got home and heard a commotion out back. I ran through the house, came out the back, and saw a bunch of guys out there. They were all dressed in black and had rubber masks on…” 

    As I spoke, I knew I was going to jail. No way would anyone buy my story, but I kept telling myself that wasn't the point. The point was they couldn’t disprove it, and unless someone filed charges, there wasn’t anything they could do about it. More importantly, they couldn’t throw me in the loony bin.

    Hoping that she’d attribute my shakiness to the trauma I’d suffered and not to the burden of guilt I continued, “They…they were standing over two people lying on the ground. There was blood all over the place. I didn’t know it was Gregg and Jen at the time.”

    “This was Gregory and Jennifer Washington?”

    “Yes.” I nodded, nervous, but noting the beautiful lines of her face and her warm dark gaze helped ease my tension. “Anyway, one of the guys was taking a chainsaw to our tree, and another had a bucket of blood that he was splashing around. 

    “Then the tree fell over onto our house. My dad and I jumped away and slipped on the grass. As I was trying to get up, I heard the guys yelling. I guess they saw us. Anyway, one of them ran over and sprayed something in our faces. That’s all I remember.”

    Detective Hunter sat and stared at me for a moment, her eyes unreadable. She started asking me questions about my story. 

    Thinking back, I don’t really remember the specifics, just how uncomfortable they made me. 

    When she finished, she paused for too long, then, she gestured to the notes she had made and said something that drove everything else out of my mind.

    “This is a very different story than Gregg Washington told me.”

    “Oh?” I managed, adding internally, God, oh, God, oh, God…

    “Yes.”

    “What did he say?” I wasn't sure I wanted to know.

    She tapped on her iPad a few times and told the story with no special intonation. “He said that he saw his sister from his bedroom window. She came out of their back shed with a chainsaw. He ran downstairs and looked for her, couldn’t find her, heard the chainsaw start up in your yard. He ran to your house and heard her scream. 

    “When he reached your backyard, the tree was eating her. Literally. He tried to pull her out, but couldn’t. At her urging, he took the chainsaw and continued cutting down the tree. The tree fought back, and it hit him with its branches. He said that he first saw you as you were pulling his sister out of the trunk. Then, according to Gregg, he hit a kind of artery in the tree and blood started spraying everywhere. After that, a “tree woman” popped out of the tree and smacked him across the yard. He didn’t wake up until the paramedics arrived.”

    She watched me intently, reading the panic on my face, as I struggled to form a coherent thought.

    “Oh, that… that… is, uh, really weird,” I forced out. Then, I had a flash of brilliance and said, “Maybe they sprayed him with something that caused hallucinations.”

    The detective pursed her delicious lips, nodded a couple of times. “So, you’re sticking with your story about the ‘guys in the masks’?”

    “Uh… yeah?”

    “There are several things troubling me here that maybe you can help me with.”

    “Sure.” I nodded while trying to maintain the part of the innocent victim who was hoping to be helpful.

    “First of all, I don’t know of a spray drug that can cause hallucinations, induce a coma, or knock someone out for a day.”

    “Uh, maybe they were different drugs?”

    “Second,” she said, ignoring my helpfulness, “Jennifer tells a story more like her brother’s than to yours.”

    Uh-oh!

    She tapped on her iPad again, drawing up another document. “Her story was a little different. She described how you saved her and destroyed the evil creature who was masquerading as a tree. She then waxed, somewhat poetic, about how you glowed like the sun and would save the world from the ‘Ancient Enemy,’ and that this was just the first battle.” Every word came out deadpan, and her gaze was disturbingly reminiscent of the Dark Lord Dr. Anderson. “Do you have any idea why this might be?”

    Spring’s indignation at the label the “Ancient Enemy”, came pouring into my brain and unable to say anything, I shook my head, quickly and tightly.

    “Or, perhaps you can tell me why all the blood in your yard is human.”

    My eyes widened.

    “And, why it matches yours genetically, as far as we have been able to test it?”

    “Mine?” I squeaked, even as the thought came across, Of course, it is This One’s blood. This One’s blood is the river that carries life. What other blood would I use?

    “How would you explain that?” The question proved rhetorical when she continued through a list of statements. 

    “You didn’t have a twin brother, let alone five. We checked. The blood couldn’t have been fabricated in any way known by anyone at the university. We checked. The forest of oak trees growing in your yard was not there two months ago. We checked. The five new trees that have appeared since the incident have grown a foot. We double-checked.” She caught my gaze as it shifted across her face. “Can you explain any of that?”

    “Fertilizer?” I hazarded.

    She lost her composure, and anger showed through for the first time. “Do you know how hard I worked to become a detective?” I quickly shook my head. “Do you know how difficult it is to be a woman cop in this backwater bit of this soggy, backwater state?” This time she didn’t wait for me to shake my head again. “Do you know what a coup it was to be assigned to this case? Do you know what this will do to my career if the best we can come up with is men in masks or man-eating trees, which bleed your blood?”

    I had stopped shaking my head after it became clear she wasn’t expecting an answer. 

    “Do you?” The intensity in her voice made it more powerful than a shout. 

    I rushed back to shaking my head.

    She sighed. “Me neither.” 

    Her dark hair framed her face and accentuated her high cheekbones and long, dark eyelashes as she gazed sightlessly down at her iPad. She looked up and caught my appraising gaze. “You’re not going to give me anything, are you?”

    Now is your chance! urged Spring. Offer her your seed! 

    That one almost made me choke. I struggled to ignore Spring and remember what Detective Hunter had asked. Another tiny negation was all I could give her.

    She groaned and stood up. “Well, then, Mr. Morgenstern, thank you for your time.” She turned to go.

    “That’s it?” I asked, perplexed.

    “Until you can give me anything more, there’s nothing I can do. We’ve got no credible evidence of murder; we have no one pressing charges. We’ve utterly ridiculous and contradicting stories about what happened. There’s nothing we can move forward with.”

    “Oh.”

    “I’m sorry to hear about your father,” she said. “He’s a good man.” 

    Then, she was gone, closing the door behind her with a soft click.

    I almost melted into a puddle on the floor. The one two punch of relief and guilt scored a KO, though I didn’t know which hit me harder, relief that it was over, or guilt that I couldn’t help the lovely and frustrated Officer Hunter. My nerves were still jangling, and I was trying to calm down when I saw the folded up note from Erik. 

    Crap! I grabbed the paper and almost jumped up to follow the detective, but then remembered she would ask me, “What did he see, Finn?” 

    Instead, I sighed and tossed the note down on the table.

    You complicate your life far more than you need to, offered my oh-so-helpful peanut gallery.

    After I had finished shaking and sweating from the interrogation—and having a stern talk with Spring—I found that wearing my clothes gave me a new-found sense of freedom. In fact, when I considered it, I felt great—if a little hungry. I paced around the room. The moment I sat down, I’d jump back up again, so I decided to go see my dad. I'd stop to see Jen along the way.

    ***

    Getting into Jen's room turned out to be easy. No one shouted at me, the rent-a-cop had gone from the hallway in front, and her door stood open. Unfortunately, it was empty. She was gone. I wondered if Gregg had been released as well. I thought about asking the duty nurse for Gregg’s room number, but lost my nerve. I didn’t want to be scolded for leaving my room without a doctor’s note. Instead, I set off to find my father.

    As I walked past the waiting room, where Anderson had interrogated me in a previous life, I glanced in and recognized Gregg sitting in a wheelchair, staring out the window at the gray Ohio sky.

    “Gregg?”

    He jumped in his chair and tried to turn around. An exclamation of pain escaped his lips before he reached down with his one good hand and spun the chair to face me. Like Rocky after a big fight, black and blue bruises colored his brown face. One arm hung in a sling, and his leg was in a cast. 

    Guilt flooded through me as I saw those wounds. They were my fault, and I couldn’t stand the idea. Uncertain and scared, I had no clue what he was thinking, but his face was drawn and grim. His bruised cheeks showed the savagery of his battle with Spring, and the bulk under his gown reflected the chest wrap keeping his ribs in place.

    He deserves them! This One should kill him, thought Spring with venom on every word.

    Can it, Spring! He was scared and protecting his sister. You have to get over the idea that killing people is all right. 

    Ignoring what could only be described as a pout in my brain, I said, “I’m so sorry, Gregg!” 

    One beat passed between us, then two… five… finally he said, “You know, I blamed you for what happened to my sister.”

    I still did. I nodded, ashamed.

    “Then, when I woke up after what happened with that tree, I was ready to kill you with my bare hands.”

    Even though he said it without heat, I swallowed hard, but found my throat dry. I didn’t blame him for feeling that way, so I waited for the ax to fall.

    “Then I had some time to think about it some more.”

    “Oh?” I battled my guilt and fear, and walked into the waiting room and sat beside Gregg. Another beat. His dark eyes were hard and cold, bitter, and angry. 

    “I was inside at home, trying not to think, when I saw someone in my back yard. When I went to look, there wasn’t anyone there till I saw Jen coming out of our back shed with a chainsaw. I ran downstairs, but when I got to the back yard, she was gone. I had almost convinced myself I was just seeing things when I heard the saw starting up. It was coming from your yard.

    “That was when I knew I hadn’t been seeing things, and I knew what Jen was going to do. She had been going on about that tree for days. She kept telling me how it was evil and how you were in danger and all this shit about the end of the world. So, I ran over to your house to stop her. I knew she was crazy enough to try and cut it down.

    “Before I could see her, I could see the top of that oak. The branches were waving and thrashing around like they were in a hurricane.”

    He paused; his eyes darted to the ceiling as he recalled the scene. “There wasn’t any wind, Finn! Everything else was still. When I first saw Jen, she was standing under that tree, ducking branches while she cut into its trunk. She was already bleeding, but she kept going.”

    Spring sensed the horror the image brought back to me. 

    This One, she attacked me! I had to stop her!

    “I didn’t know what to do, but I had to do something, so I ran to her. A branch caught her and swept her into the trunk, and she… she stuck! She started sinking into the tree like it was quicksand!”

    Gregg’s brown face went ashen, and his arms jerked in his lap. “I tried to help her, Finn! I tried to pull her out, but I couldn’t…so I grabbed the chainsaw, went to the other side of the tree and started cutting.”

    He is a killer! He attacked me. I had to stop him!

    Thankfully, he paused for a moment and I could take some time to soothe Spring. 

    I know, Spring. I know… 

    That’s all I could say to calm her down. I wrapped my sorrow and love around her, an invisible blanket to keep her safe and remind her what her loss meant to me.

    Gregg brought his focus back to the room. “I guess you know the rest.”

    I nodded mutely from my seat beside him, my hands clasped, elbows on my knees. I didn’t know what to say, but he wasn’t done. “So, she was the one who was visiting you in your dreams?”

    “For a while. After I brought the heart back home, she started visiting me in my room.”

    “Why the hell didn’t you say something?”

    “I did! I told you all about my dreams.”

    “You didn’t tell me she stopped being a dream.”

    I rolled my eyes. “Gregg, I had no clue. I still thought it was a dream.”

    “That is really lame, Finn, even for you. How could you not know?”

    “What would ever make me think that having a beautiful, naked, green-haired woman pop out of a tree and come to my room every night for sex could be real? It had to be a dream!”

    Gregg was silent for a moment while he picked at the edge of the cast on his leg. “So, that was her? She was the one who came out and beat the snot out of us?”

    All life  must defend itself from death.

    I nodded. “But she was just defending herself.”

    He gave an exasperated groan and settled stiffly back into his chair. “Jesus, Finn. What did she do to Jen?”

    “She didn’t do anything, Gregg. It has something to do with the dreamstone.”

    “The dreamstone.”

    “Yes. Somehow, all the stories of Illyria are in that crystal…” 

    “Your game world is in your amethyst.”

    “I know it’s hard to believe Gregg, but I think it is true, when I hold the heart…” I stopped. I hadn’t told Gregg anything about the heart. I took a deep breath, rubbed my eyes with my fingertips. “I’ll have to start from the beginning.”

    I spent the next half hour telling Gregg about the dreamstone and the Heart of Wendigota, my new senses—everything I could remember.

    When I was done, he shook his head and said, “So you think all this happened because of a magic stick you dug up out of that burial mound and an amethyst crystal your dad gave you. This is same stick you've been wearing on a string around your neck.”

    “Pretty much. Except for the healing after Erik beat me. I think Spring and the bear did that.”

    “So, you want me to believe that a fricking magic stick was the heart of a monster, and a magic crystal drove my sister insane? That whole story is insane!”

    My voice hitched. “And it drove my mother insane, too, though my dad didn’t have the stick at the time.” I paused to wonder what could have triggered the event with my parents. Maybe I was wrong about the heart’s role in that disaster. That would make me feel a little better. Well, not better, but less guilty, at least. 

    “Can I see the heart of this monster?”

    My own heart started pounding. I didn’t want to part with the stick, but after what I had done, I couldn’t deny him. 

    This one, do not give it to him. He will keep it!

    No he won’t Spring. I have to do this. He deserves at least this much after what he's been through.

    I pulled it off my neck and handed it over to Gregg. The moment it left me, the constant song stopped. The absence of the heartbeat of Wendigota left me in cold silence.

    Gregg grabbed the heart in his good hand, and his eyes widened in surprise. “It’s warm… It’s singing!”

    My head shot up with the shock. “You can hear that? Everyone else just thinks its nifty.”

    “Yeah, it’s amazing.”

    I smiled at the small O he formed with his mouth. Then, I noticed that the silence in my mind was deeper than just the absence of the heart’s beat. I called into that silence, Spring? 

    There was no answer. 

    I panicked, jumped up, and snatched the heart back from Gregg. I was too busy calling into my mind for Spring to notice his reaction. A moment after I felt the beat of the heart return, I heard her sigh.

    Relief flooded through me. Spring! Are you alright?

    Yes, This One, your sun set and I felt the approach of winter’s death.

    That sounded bad. Winter’s death? You mean I could have lost you again?

    Warmth spread from her reply. No, This One, but without the heart, I don’t think you shine brightly enough to keep us both awake.

    I breathed a sigh of relief, which must have sounded weird to Gregg. Thank God. I couldn’t lose you again!

    You cannot lose me. You are my Root!

    Gregg repeated what I hadn't been listening to earlier. “Finn! What the hell was that?”

    “When you took the heart, Spring… went away. She needs it to stay alive inside me.”

    Gregg's eyes sought out mine. “I’m sorry Finn, but you have to get rid of that stick.”

    “I’ve thought about it, Gregg, but I can’t. Even if it wasn’t keeping Spring alive, I can’t let some random person get hold of it! What if it really could free Wendigota’s spirit?”

    “Well, then, burn it or bury it in concrete and toss it into the ocean or something. Put it where it’s not going to hurt anyone else. Besides, if dryads and monsters are real, what else might come after you to take it away? Didn’t Jeff say in your dream that there were worse things than that Wendigota we unearthed?”

    “I can’t get rid of it. I can’t lose Spring! Besides, I think I can use it to help Jen.”

    “You can’t just go around sharing your brain! Especially with some tree spirit who was ready to fuck you to death so her tree could grow.”

    I shook my head. “It wasn’t like that, Gregg! She didn’t know!” 

    Did you Spring? Did you know what you were doing to me? Were you trying to kill me?

    I could feel thoughts moving underneath Spring’s presence. This One, I was not trying to kill you, but I might have. You offered what I needed.

    That was something you never wanted to hear from your girlfriend. My shock hit her, and hard images of intense heat, dry summers, and parched earth flowed back to me around her voice. This One, my need was my need. In my world, I did not worry about right and wrong so much as you do. I had a need and you fulfilled it.

    So you didn’t love me?

    This One, I do not understand the difference you make between love and need.

    I shoved that whole topic aside and met Gregg’s eyes. “I’m not going to get rid of the heart. I’m going to use it to help Jen and my dad. I owe them that much. Please understand—without it, Jen could be like this forever…”

    “Neither of them would be here if not for that thing.”

    He was right, but I couldn’t change things, and I couldn’t throw away the one hope that I might be able to help Dad and Jen. While I didn’t understand how, I was determined to believe the heart could help her. I would have believed anything that let me keep the artifact. 

    I said, “Gregg, I’ve got to go see my dad,” and I fled the room.

    Gregg's shout followed me. “If you don't get rid of it, I will!”

    ***

    Gregg's last words burrowed into my brain, rooting out and releasing a burgeoning panic. I tried to lock it down, to think of nothing as I went down to the information desk, got my dad’s room number, and then headed out to find it.

    When I arrived, I hesitated and prepped myself for whatever I might find. I took a deep breath and went into the room. I didn’t go far. My dad lay still, asleep in bed, and didn’t have any mechanical breathing equipment or anything like that hooked up to him—just an IV pole with a couple of drip bags. A urine bag hung from the side of the bed (I winced with sympathy), and the same machines I had in my room were busy muttering to themselves. His heartbeat monitor showed a regular, slow beat. The other machines all had little green lights, which I took to be a good thing. The rest of the room was similar to mine—gray and white with some tan thrown in.

    My mother stood at his side, holding his hand, her back to me, but by the shivering slump of her shoulders, I saw she was crying.

    I reluctantly turned my attention from my mom and forced myself to look at my dad. The situation wasn’t as bad as I feared or as good as I could hope. Soft snores came from his open mouth. The raggedy beard growth on his face accentuated his pale color and his illness. It made him appear unkempt and disreputable, two things my dad seldom allowed himself to be. He could have been asleep except that his breathing came too slow and shallow.

    I uttered, “Mom?”

    She turned to me with wide eyes. “Finn! What are you doing here out of bed? You shouldn’t be up and running about!”

    I walked up to her and said, “It’s okay Mom. I’m feeling fine now. Really, I feel completely okay. I just had to see Dad.”

    She relaxed a little when she saw her own pain reflected on my face. Without releasing my dad’s hand, she moved aside so I could have some room beside him as well. I’d heard that people in a coma could still hear, so I said, “Hi, Dad,” and then ran out of words. I watched him, and held his hand for a few moments. “Mom and I are okay. So are Jen and Gregg, and Spring, thanks to you. I think Spring would have killed them if I hadn’t been there, and I wouldn’t have been there if you hadn’t saved me.”

    As I talked and thought about what I needed to say next, my eyes teared up. “I…I’m sorry for what happened. I don’t understand it, but I think I stole something from you. Something… something you need to live.”

    Silence.

    “I’m so sorry,” I repeated while the tears rolled down my face.

    My dad didn’t react, not even a little. His chest just kept going up and down in a slight movement, and his heartbeat peaked and dropped in even, slow beeps on the monitor. Where my father was unmoved, my mother was not. She wrapped me in a warm hug. 

    “Oh, Finn, dear, it’s not your fault! You understand me? There’s no way you could’ve done anything differently.”

    I wanted to stay safe and forgiven in that hug forever, but I pulled back. “No, Mom. I think I did something to him. I think I’m the reason he’s like this.”

    “Don’t think like that. It’s just the grief talking. We all want to think that everything that happens to us is our responsibility, but that just isn’t true. Sometimes, things just happen.”

    I knew differently, but I couldn’t find the words to explain my thoughts, so I let her sweep me into another warm hug. 

    When she released me, I turned to my dad and grabbed his lax hand. The heat of his small flame still burned. The pulse in his hand beat against my fingers, and I imagined it running through all the veins and capillaries in his body.

    My focus narrowed in on my dad’s hand. Gradually, the thump… thump… thump… filled my world. Somehow, I traveled down and down through his hand into his body. Once again, I felt the fires burning in his cells, the life that burned there. With surprise, I recognized that most of the life was not my dad’s—it was mine. There was a connection between him and me, but I couldn’t follow it; the connection went through somewhere I didn’t understand, but I could feel it. The smell of flowers and loam surrounded me as Spring rose up within me. The wonder in her thoughts mirrored mine. You are now also his Root.

    Hope hit me like a cold stream on a hot day, shocking, but invigorating. If I could give him more of whatever it was, maybe he would wake up and be okay. I concentrated, trying to find the connection between the fire sustaining him and myself. I tried to remember how I had accomplished it before, but like a word I couldn’t quite remember, it escaped me. I thrashed around mentally trying to come up with it. As I tried different approaches, nothing seemed to work. Desperation was feeding my frustration, but I wouldn’t give up. 

    Finally, something responded. Excited, I poked it again, and found I could sort of blow on the flames. It didn’t involve breath, but words fail me here (explaining color to a blind man and all that). Anyway, I moved my focus sort of higher and “blew” on the fire across his body. Spring somehow helped me, gave me more breath. 

    The life in him responded and started to burn brighter. Encouraged, I put everything I had into it. I “blew” harder and the flames grew brighter and stronger. I did this for some time, giving it everything I had. After a time, I slowed, feeling lightheaded and vague, just as if I had blown into a real fire too much. 

    This One, you must stop now.

    Spurred on by my success, I ignored my own feeling as well as Spring’s warning and pushed through the fatigue. The fires were now much brighter, but they were not as bright as they had to be. As I prepared to give him even more, Mom shook me out of my trance.

    “Finn! Look at me! Finn, what's happening?”

    The room around me crashed back into my senses. Which senses seemed small and confining, and I struggled to fit myself back into them. I had to squeeze to do it. 

    When I could pull together a coherent thought, I shook my mother’s hand off my arms and said, “Mom! Why did you stop me? I was helping him! I know I was!”

    “Finn, you were standing there just swaying and sweating and shaking like you were having a seizure! You scared me. What were you doing?”

    At that moment, we were interrupted by a rough voice. “Helen? Finn?”

    We turned to see my dad looking up from his bed to us. 

    “Jack! Oh thank God, you’re back!” My mother clasped him in her embrace.

    As I watched, part of the ice that had gripped my heart melted. I had done it. Warm hope flowed through me. Maybe things would be all right after all.

    “Helen? What happened? The last I remember…,”

    She shushed him. “Don’t worry about it right now dear. You’ve just woken up from a coma, and I don’t want you to spend too much energy worrying about what happened.”

    “But I feel fine Helen.” He tried to sit up which can be hard to do in a hospital bed even when you are feeling fine. “Where are the controls for this thing?”

    “Jack, I don’t think…,”

    “No, I need to talk about this.”

    Being all too familiar with the bed controls, I helped him push the bed up. He had just gotten where he wanted to be when a nurse came hurrying in to the room.

    Her eyes grew round when she saw my dad. “Goodness, Mr. Morgenstern!”

    She bustled over to him, pushed by my mom and me, and checked my dad out. She grabbed the remote and said, “Here, you shouldn’t be sitting up right now. You need to be horizontal.”

    My dad scowled and grabbed the remote right out of her hands. “I’ll lay down when I’m good and ready. Right now I need to talk to my family.” The nurse reeled back at this challenge to her authority. He barked at her. “Alone!” My dad nearly never lost his temper like that, but I just attributed it to the tiny bit of stress he had been put through.

    The nurses hands fluttered up toward her mouth and then around in front of her. “Oh, my. Okay, I’ll just go get the doctor then shall I?” She turned and fled the room.

    My mom’s stern face and tight lips showed her disapproval. “Jack…,”

    He waved his hand in dismissal. “Sorry Helen. I just really need to understand what happened.”

    So, we filled him in on what had been happening. Except for the part about the house getting crushed. All the way to the point that I revived him. He was alert and lucid and followed the story well but started tiring after about twenty minutes. When we were done, he asked me what exactly I was doing to him, and I confessed my ignorance. At that point, his eyes looked heavy, and he voluntarily put the bed back down to a low angle. “I think I need to rest a bit now.”

    The love my mother had for my father was obvious as she stroked his hair and kissed him. There were tears in her eyes. “Yes dear. You’ve had quite the ordeal.”

    “Dad?”

    “Yes, Finn?”

    “You know the amethyst of my mother’s you gave me?”

    “Yes.”

    “Well, I was wondering…I wanted to know where did you get it?”

    He closed his eyes, took a deep breath. “It was a gift from Victoria’s grandfather.”

    “The shaman guy?”

    “Yes. He said it was a spirit in crystal form. He called it a ‘pain'.”

    “Well, where…,”

    “Finn, can we discuss this after I get home?”

    I smiled at that thought. My dad would be coming home! “Sure, Dad.”

    


Broken Home

    Shortly after our conversation, the doctor swept into the room and gave my dad the once over. After that, we made him eat some food. My mom made him finish it, even though he complained about every bite being as tasteless as chalk dust, he fell back asleep. Mom and I panicked a little until the doctor reassured us that he was in a normal, healing sleep. After that, I couldn’t take the idea of spending another night at the hospital. Despite resistance from both my mom and doctor, I managed to get the hospital to release me and let me go home.

    It felt really good to get out of that wheelchair, which they made me ride out in, saying goodbye to Kati, and turning my back on that place. I’ve never wanted to be home so badly. My mother warned me that the tree had pretty much trashed my room, but had reassured me that Squiffy, my hamster, was safe and sound and down in the kitchen for the time being. Still, the rain had destroyed a lot of my things before workers could get up tarps and start fixing the roof.

    The good feelings lasted about five seconds before several reporters, waiting at the hospital entrance, saw me and closed in. They started asking questions without hesitation. 

    “Mrs. Morgenstern, Mr. Morgenstern…” 

    I admit that it wasn’t a mob like the ones you see on TV cop shows, but I’d never been the center of attention like this. Before I could open my mouth to say anything, my mother stepped in. “We have told you everything we know. My son is tired and has nothing to add.”

    One of the men was Jason Sand, an investigative reporter for a local station and as close to a celebrity as there is in Newark. 

    He had a cameraman with him and pressed himself into my mom’s face and said, “Mrs. Morgenstern, everyone is concerned with the rumors that have been flying around. Can you confirm for our viewers that the attack was perpetrated by gang members from Detroit?”

    My mom slapped the microphone away from her face and glared at him. After an uncomfortable moment, he backed away, and we walked past him. You rock, Mom!

    We left the reporters behind, and Mom shuffled me off through the summer heat into the searing furnace of the car. For a brief moment, my gloomy thoughts were diverted to pray that the AC would kick in as we headed out of the parking lot. Those hopes were forgotten when I spied Erik Parmely across the lot. 

    “What the hell?” slipped out of my mouth before I could stop it. Hoping to avoid censure, I told my mom, “Every time I turn around, Erik Parmely is stalking me!”

    My diversion worked, and she searched around to look for him. “Where is he, Finn?”

    “As soon as I saw him, he disappeared.”

    “I’m getting worried about that boy. As far as I’m concerned, he’s breaking the restraining order. I’m going to call the police.”

    “Good, the guy is seriously stalking me.” Sweat was already beading my forehead in the hellish heat of the car, and I swiped at it ineffectively. Then, I remembered the note. 

    “Uh, Mom, that reminds me of something. Erik left a note for me at the hospital.”

    She glanced at me with furrowed brows. “What? Why didn’t you tell me this?”

    “Uh, it slipped my mind?”

    Anger quickened her voice. “What did it say?”

    “I saw everything. I know what you are. As God is my witness, I will stop you.”

    My mom’s face drained of color and her lips thinned in anger.

    “Finn, I wish you had told me this earlier, I would have had the police post a guard on your room.”

    “Sorry Mom, but if he was in my room and didn’t hurt me, I don’t think we need to worry about him.”

    My mom’s brows and shoulders got tighter and tighter as she drove.

    “Relax Mom, don’t worry, it’s not like he's going to shoot me or anything.” I used to taunt fate like this routinely.

    Her reply was stern and clipped. “Finn, tomorrow we are going to go down to the police station, and you are going to give them that note. I want that boy kept away from you and I don’t want you to go anywhere alone before we do.”

    I took a deep breath and reminded myself what I had put my mother through this last couple weeks. “Okay Mom, I won’t go anywhere before that.”

    She relaxed her shoulders a bit. The AC finally kicked in eventually, providing a small relief from the heat. 

    Another memory struck me. “Is he following us? Last time Dad drove me home from the hospital, he tailed us.”

    She studied the rear view mirror. “I don’t see his car.”

    “Well, that’s something at least.”

    We got home with only one noteworthy incident. As we drove through our neighborhood, we passed the Washington’s house, and I received a new kick in the gut. A “for sale” sign was stuck in their front yard. They were moving—probably to get away from me. I tried to lock the guilt away. Mr. Washington blamed me for what had happened to Jen and Gregg, my best friend. He had forbidden them from seeing me again. 

    After arriving home, I made my way through the house and out to the backyard. I swore at the sliding door until I forced it open, and stepped out into what seemed like a young oak forest. Many of the new oaks were taller than I could reach, but the splintered and stained stump of my oak and the revolting smell of rotting blood riveted my attention. The sight brought me enough grief for two. Spring and I both mourned the passing of that mighty oak, but Spring sprang back before I did.

    It is strange living past your death and seeing your body in front of you.

    “I’ll bet,” I muttered. This elicited a query from my mother standing beside me.

    “What did you say, honey?”

    “Just mumbling to myself,” I said. It made my mother uneasy when I told her I was talking to Spring.

    I left her to go check out my room. In spite of everything, it felt good to be home, more tension that I had been carrying since waking in the hospital released and my breathing became less constricted. Things weren’t so different than they were before, so I headed upstairs feeling light as a feather.

    The sight of my room plopped a heavy weight right back on my shoulders. I surveyed the damage from the door. All my things and the debris were cleared away from the room. A large blue tarp covered a gaping hole in the wall and ceiling, and it painted the walls and the floor in blue. The carpet was gone, leaving dirty plywood. Water stains made fractal patterns throughout the room’s remaining walls and flooring. Outside, the setting sun allowed some relief from the heat, but in my room, the humidity and the smell of mildew made me think of a rotting swamp. The buzzing of dozens of trapped flies made the only sound in the room.

    I shut the door and then headed down the hall to the guest room. Someone had piled all my belongings around the room. Some were water damaged, while others appeared untouched. 

    I shoved a couple of the piles on the guest bed over to make enough room to lie down. I tried to ignore the hollow feelings stirred by the ruins of my life and stopped fighting the heavy weariness that quickly dragged me down in my sleep.

    


Final Fantasy

    The next morning, my stomach’s cries for food pulled me out of my blissfully unmemorable dreams. I hopped out of bed and headed downstairs, determined to eat everything in the house.

    When I walked into the bright, sunny kitchen, I could tell something wasn’t right. My mom basked in the sunlight at the table in her robe, drinking coffee and reading the paper. 

    “Hi, Mom.”

    She turned to me in surprise. “Good morning, Finn! What got you up so early?”

    I checked the clock on the microwave—six thirty-seven. I should be almost comatose. I shook my head in dismay. 

    “I just woke up starving.” 

    “Well, let me get you some breakfast.”

    While she made me eggs, bacon, and toast, I wolfed down a couple of bowls of cereal. I didn’t declare victory in my personal war on hunger until I had devoured four more eggs and four pieces of buttered toast. The resulting flow of energy through my body was heavenly.

    Mom gawked at me as I scarfed everything down without pause. “What’s gotten into you with all this eating?”

    Part of me vaguely knew my appetites had grown larger than one body could normally account for, but I hadn’t had the time to wonder why until now. 

    Spring gave me the answer, which was obvious once I considered it. Healing takes a lot of energy.

    I said to my mom, “I think I burned a lot of calories when I tried to heal Dad.”

    She paused to consider this for a moment and then snorted. “Our lives have become so strange.”

    “Tell me about it.”

    As it turned out, she had to go to see our insurance rep to try and get some money flowing for the house. I declined to go with her. I needed a bit of a chance to slow down and catch my breath. 

    “I want to go visit dad this morning. You mind if I ride my bike over to the hospital?”

    “Yes I mind, you are not going anywhere until we get to the police station and see if we can’t get them to take this more seriously. That boy needs to get a psychiatric evaluation.”

    “Oh, right… Mom, I really think you are making too big of a deal about this. Besides, I’ve been taking lessons from Uncle Mark. I can defend myself.”

    She glared at me. “You’ve had what? Two lessons?”

    I looked down at my hands, “Three and, well, he did say I was a really quick student.”

    “No. Ian Finn Morgenstern, you are not to leave this house without me. You hear?”

    My irritation resisted being pushed out by my deep breath, but I finally bested it. “Yes Mom. I hear, and I obey.”

    “You’d better young man.” She stepped over to me, grabbed me around the chest, and gave me a crushing hug. “I love you so much, mister.”

    “I love you too mom. I’ll be good, I promise.”

    “Okay, I believe you, now leg go. Don’t you know it’s bad form to break your mother?” She pulled away, looked me in the eyes, and said, “Maybe you are getting stronger.”

    She headed out. 

    I sat down on the family room couch, and considered turning on the television, but didn’t. When I paused to take an internal inventory, I found that everything worked well, nothing hurt, my hunger was sated, and things made sense. For the first time in what seemed a long, long time, I wasn’t swimming through a pool of exhaustion. The need to move overrode my lifetime of carefully developed sloth. Spring approved of that choice.

    After fighting with the door, I went out back. The coppery smell of the blood was overwhelming and nasty so I moved away from the tree stump and away from the pile of timber that now occupied our side yard. Our back yard was rapidly turning into an oak forest. As Detective Hunter had informed me, some of the trees, all less than a month old, were now taller than me.

    I didn't want to think about it further right now, so I narrowed my focus down to my physical being.

    The cool morning air invigorated me, and I did a few stretches and jumped into practicing what my uncle had taught me. Those lessons seemed to have happened in another life. The swift movements and the exertion exhilarated me. Who was I and what did I do with Finn?

    Up to that point in my life, I don’t remember ever getting an exercise high, but that morning, I understood what all the fuss was about. I could feel the strength in my muscles, and the quickening of the blood through my body made me feel alive.

    I must have whipped past life's ‘Too Much Fun’ limit, because Erik appeared from nowhere.

    “Hey, dickweed! Practicing to see who else you can kill?”

    Adrenaline shot through me and fueled my jump. Fear followed the adrenalin and left me shaking. “Erik, get out of here before I call the cops, you fricking stalker. What hell are you doing here anyway?”

    Spring piped up in my mind, Kill him, This One, he is too dangerous to let live! 

    She had a good point, but I felt more contempt for Erik than anything else. He didn’t scare me anymore.

    Erik leered at me. The still-healing cuts and bruises on his face made his nasty smile even more sinister than normal. My stance on the whole fear thing came up for reassessment.

    “Oh, I’m just doing my duty as a good citizen and dealing with the trash. I knew something was wrong with you, Morgenstern, a white guy hanging around with those darkies. Bats don’t just shatter on someone’s arm, and nobody can heal that fast. Somehow, you got to my friends and you poisoned them into turning on me. It wasn’t until I saw you and your bloody sacrifice that I knew what you really are—witch!”

    Oh crap. “You’re insane. I’m not a witch, Erik! I’m just a regular guy.”

    He sneered. “You may have everyone else fooled, but not me. I saw your little pet demon. I saw it crawl back into you.”

    I lifted my hands. “Think what you sound like, Erik. That’s just crazy talk. Besides, you can’t be here! There’s a restraining order against you!”

    “Ask me if I care,” he said with a wicked leer. He strode around me, his fists swinging at his side. “God has said, ‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live,’ and I’m just doing his will.”

    The guy had lost it. I started to back away, but Spring didn’t like that. 

    This One, you must kill him! He will hurt you if you don’t.

    Spring, I can’t kill him. I doubt I can even hurt him. He’s way stronger than me. Look at his arms! But, I bet I can run faster than him.

    The moment I thought that to Spring, I decided it was a good plan. Still facing Erik, I took a preparatory step back, ready to run. Unfortunately, as they say, ‘The best laid plans of mice and [Finn] oft go awry.’

    Erik pulled a small gun from behind his back and pointed the barrel at me. His eyes glittered with crazy, and his smile turned triumphant. My brilliant strategy was pretty transparent, I guess. 

    “Go ahead and try to run, Morgenstern. Do you think you can run faster than my bullet?”

    I thought I was scared before. I was wrong. Shocked into immobility, I just barely avoided peeing myself. Bumbling words tumbled out. “Erik, don’t do this! You can’t do this!”

    “Oh, yes I can, Devil worshiper. You’re not going to perform any more satanic rites! I’ll be a hero.”

    Spring made an observation. That gun is very small. I don’t think it can hurt you.

    Oh, yes it can! I sent her an image of a bullet tearing through my flesh.

    She had one response. Oh… then you must kill him before he can shoot!

    One cement-weighted foot after another, I backed up again and scrabbled through my brain for anything I could do to stop Erik. Inspiration flew out my ass.

    “Erik, if you kill me, I’ll send all the demons in Hell after you.” And, of course, my luck insured he was a fan of Dirty Harry movies. 

    He snarled and said, “Go ahead. Make my day… punk.” 

    BANG.

    The popping sound of the gun registered at the same time something punched my arm. I gaped down at my arm to see a spreading circle of blood on my shirtsleeve over my bicep. It didn’t hurt at first, but I had the gut-dropping knowledge that it would hit me soon, and hard.

    I don’t know who it surprised more, Erik, or me. We exchanged wide-eyed gazes, and in that instant, I knew he would shoot me again and wouldn't stop until I was dead or he ran out of bullets. 

    Instinct, driven by fear and adrenalin, took over. I dove to the ground just as another shot cracked through the air, but felt no corresponding punch as I rolled and came up in a crouch. I faked to my right, and when he tried to adjust for it, I sprang at him with all the power I could push into my legs.

    I smashed into him, and we went down. He dropped the gun, and we rolled around on the ground, each doing our best to hurt the other. Strength flooded my limbs, and I had the upper hand. Avoidance of pain was my number one priority. After some frenzied struggling, I got my arms around him and pinned his arms to his side. I pushed with my legs and rolled him onto his back with my head pressed next to his. Hot breath hit my ear, and the sour odor of fear and sweat infiltrated my nose. Then, his teeth sank into my neck.

    I jerked away and stood up. His gaze held nothing but savagery and hatred. As he scrambled up and lunged at me, I could see his trajectory and snapped a kick right into his face. 

    Erik’s head snapped back, and he dropped. He rolled over onto his knees to get up, and I used that opening to land another kick in his side. He collapsed to the ground as fear and hatred filled me. I pounded two more kicks into his ribs. The last one flipped him over onto his back.

    Blood covered his face, and he lifted his arms to try to ward off my next blow. The sight of him cowering and the shocking red of the blood flowing from his nose pierced my anger, and I couldn’t bring myself to kick him again.

    My hatred and anger were still there, but I saw myself on the ground in the woods being beaten and kicked by Erik and his bullies, and couldn’t face it. I couldn’t pass that horror on.

    Finish him! Kill him! shouted Spring with a blast of rage in my brain.

    I actually took a couple of steps forward to do just that. I can’t, Spring. Her seething anger and fear blew through my brain, but I forced myself to turn away from his cowering form. I glanced around to find the gun he had dropped and spied it lying a few feet away. 

    Erik groaned behind me, and I realized he had seen it, too, and would try to get to it first. In a Jackie Chan sort of move, I dove onto the gun, grabbed it, and rolled like I had before only this time, about halfway through the roll, the gun fired in my hand.

    Images of blood and pain, death and punishment flowed through me. Oh shit, did I just accidentally shoot myself or Erik? When I came up out of my roll into a sitting position, I searched to see if I’d been hit and when I didn’t see any new blood flowers, I spun over to see Erik running away through the woods behind my house. He was moving like a healthy guy—physically, anyway.

    Visions of the gun going off stopped me from throwing it on the ground. Instead, I set it down with care and scooted away on my butt till my back hit one of the many oak saplings in the yard. My entire body shook, and I collapsed against the small week-old tree somehow already big enough to support my weight.

    As I sat there, I thought about my arm and examined it. Hot red blood covered the whole sleeve. How could my blood feel hotter than my body? Gingerly, I peeled the sleeve off my arm to see the damage. The thought of finding more blood and gore made me cringe, and I braced myself for the worst. Two small patches of pink skin marked the entry and exit points of the bullet. Spring had healed the wound. 

    Damn, that's cool!

    The heart provides us with a great deal of power to encourage healing. Much more than the bear did.

    Thanks Spring.

    It is in our best interest. We have to take good care of our body.

    ***

    A short while later, I sat bare-chested at the kitchen table, eating the biggest sandwich I could pile onto two slices of bread. Who would have guessed that cucumbers, zucchini, spinach and peanut butter would go so well with fried bologna and cheese, but my mouth praised it with ecstatic hallelujahs. I scarfed it down and then sat back while I considered making another.

    In front of me, on the table, sat Erik’s little gun, my bloody shirt, and a pile of bloody towels. I picked up Erik's gun from the table and pondered what I was going to do about him. My first plan was to immediately sick the cops on him, but I thought about the fuss it would cause. I had kicked Erik’s butt, and like all bullies, I was confident that he didn’t have the stomach for an even fight. I couldn’t bear the thought of what telling my mom would do to her, so I decided to keep quiet for now. A couple of days, maybe after Dad got home, wouldn’t hurt. But, if I saw even a peep of Erik, I would make sure this time that he couldn’t run away. 

    You should have killed him while you had your chance.

    No Spring, it would have been wrong.

    I don't understand that.

    Well, we'll have lots of time to talk about it.

    I placed the gun on the table and looked at my arm. I made a fist and watched my muscles flex under the healed bullet wound. I noticed something new. The muscles of my biceps were actually visible. They seemed bigger. A quick inspection showed me other changes. The dough-boy fat around my stomach and chest didn’t poof quite so much. 

    I am supporting you as I once supported my tree, encouraging strength and health. With the heart, I can be very persuasive within your body.

    How do you know what do to?

    It is plain to see where your body is lacking and with the heart, a simple matter to strengthen it and shape it.

    Could you do it without the heart?

    No, you are not strong enough to support us both without it.

    Was I right before? Could you survive without it?

    Perhaps in winter's death. You are very strong, but there would be no spring to awaken me. 

    I couldn't stand that idea. Gregg's last words rang through my mind: “If you don't get rid of it, I will.” Was he actually right? If I kept it, would I lose my friendship with Gregg? That would be devastating. Whatever benefits this thing brought, the costs were staggering.

    Arguably, everything that had happened to me was caused by the bear and the heart. A chunk of carved rock and a piece of black driftwood had altered my life forever. The stick had somehow been a part of driving Jen out of her mind and also nearly killed my Dad, but it had also allowed me to heal him. Of course without it, I would never have met Spring, and without it, she would be dead. 

    I probably should have just run screaming instead of excavating that mound. It would have saved my friends and family a lot of pain. But, realistically, someone else probably would have ended up with the heart when they cleared the mound for Mr. Hatzer, possibly someone not as moral as me. It was scary to think of the damage someone could do with the heart. Especially if it could be used to control other people as I had seen it do. Yeah, yeah, that's why I picked it up! Uh huh.

    No, I shouldn't have picked it up, but I couldn’t part with it now. I wouldn’t be stupid about using it, either. I’d heed Jeff’s dream warning about the heart, and I’d steer clear of the skull; maybe I’d convince my uncle to encase it in cement. Now that seemed like a good idea.

    No, there was never any doubt, I was keeping it, and if it managed to wake up other, more dangerous, nastier spirits? I had one answer: Bring it on!

    Stupid me.

     

    ***

     

     

     

     

    


A Note from the Author

     

    Thank-you for reading The Dryad’s Kiss. I hope you enjoyed it. But, whether you liked it or hated it, please help me improve my writing and take the time to review this book on http://www.Amazon.com, or http://www.Goodreads.com.
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    Send More Nurses

    We stepped out of the hospital elevator onto my dad's floor, and were greeted by a woman's scream.

    I broke into a run, and within a few steps, I could tell the screaming came from my dad’s room. I could only make out “Let go!” It was followed by a hollow whack! I didn’t have much time to process any of this as I raced into the room.

    The sight I found burned itself into my memory to stay with me forever. My dad was sitting up in bed, dressed in a bunny print nightie. His hands were wrapped around a nurse’s upper arm, and he had his face buried in it. The nurse had a clipboard in her free hand and whaled on my dad with it, screaming for him to let go. Whack! Whack!

    I ran in farther and gaped with growing horror as my dad growled and shook his head like a hyena working on a corpse. Blood dripped all around his mouth and on his hands. Red splatters colored the nurse’s white uniform and the bed sheets. 

    My dad was eating the nurse.

    “Dad!”

    “Jack!” gasped my mom. 

    “Stop it!” I cried.

    Whack went the clipboard. This time the nurse got some power behind her blow and the clipboard broke over Dad’s head, stunning him enough for the nurse to retrieve her mangled arm and fall away from him.

    Dad shook his head to clear it while chewing on something too horrible to contemplate.

    He smiled, and said after a quick swallow, “Finn! It’s great to see you up!” 

    I don’t know what I expected to hear from someone who had just taken a bite out of a nurse, but that certainly wasn’t it.

    “Dad!” I cried. “What are you doing?”

    Behind me, my mom, always quick on her feet, rushed to the hysterical nurse and helped her out the door.

    He stopped and licked his lips. “Finn, that was the most amazing thing I’ve ever felt!”

    Hot magma of horror filled me, erupting in a shrill squeal of, “What, eating the nurse?” 

    “Yes! She tasted so good! I feel so alive!” He examined his hands and started to lick the blood off.

    My stomach churned and I struggled to keep down everything I had eaten. Bologna and cheese are best enjoyed only once.

    Now, I didn’t curse much back then and especially not around adults, but “What the fuck, Dad?” came out of my mouth before I could stop it.

    He froze and lifted his gaze to me. Instead of chastising me for my language, he cocked his head to consider the question. “I don’t know, Son. For the last day, I’ve felt like I was starving. Nothing I ate helped. Then, when Diane was reaching across me to adjust my pillow, I smelled her, and she just smelled so good that I couldn’t stop myself. I just reached up and took a bite.” 

    I gawked at him in horror and incomprehension, my voice emerging in small guttural noises. 

    With half lidded eyes and a low, wistful voice, he said, “She tasted even better than she smelled, Finn! It was amazing…” 

    I struggled for something to say in his pause and failed.

    “I feel great!”

    “Dad, you just took a bite out of a person!”

    He frowned and shook his head. “I know. It’s strange, isn’t it?”

    “Strange?” I croaked out. “Strange? Dad, this is so past strange, I don’t know what to call it.”

    He nodded. “Yes, I can’t believe I never noticed how good people smelled, and that I’ve never tried biting someone before.”

    “No, Dad! That’s not strange, that’s normal. Taking a bite out of somebody is strange! That’s not something people do! People don’t eat other people!”

    “No, of course not!” he said and shook his head again. “That’s just…”

    Somewhere in my dad’s brain, two realities collided. I watched the conflict on his face.

    “Wrong! Dad!” I shouted. “The word you’re looking for is ‘wrong’!”

    “Finn,” my dad drawled. He moved his gaze to his hands. “I think there’s something wrong with me.” He said it unemotionally, as if he were talking about our car.

    “Yes, Dad, there is.”

    His voice dropped as he continued studying his hands. “I think I should be feeling shocked.” 

    I nodded vigorously, happy that we seemed to be making progress.

    After a moment of contemplation, his face brightened, and he looked up at me wide-eyed and hopeful. “Do you think you can bring Diane back in?” 

    Definitely not as much progress as I had hoped. A commotion stirred in the hallway. I wouldn’t have long. I had to do something.

    “Dad, if I touch you, will you promise not to bite me?”

    His face scrunched with indignation. “Of course, Son. I would never bite you! Why would you even think that?”

    I didn’t even go there. Instead, I started to grab for his hands, had second thoughts, and snatched his arm where it came out of the sleeve of the bunny nightie.

    I closed my eyes. Frantically, I dove into his essence once again. It was a trick Spring had shown me right after her oak tree had fallen. The first time I’d done it had been after the battle of the oak to save his life. The second time, I’d done it to pull him out of his coma. This time, it wasn’t just my fires burning there; I felt something else: Essence de Nurse, no doubt. I tapped Spring to help me and started blowing on the fires of his soul once more. His body responded with increased vitality, and I “blew” until Spring stopped me.

    You should go no further, This One. 

    I pulled out, light-headed, as if I had just run a double marathon. Sweat rolled down my forehead and stuck my hair to my scalp, and I gasped for air. I fell back into the closest chair. 

    My dad sat up in bed. “Wow, that was amazing. I feel fantastic!” He saw me and asked, “Finn? What’s wrong? Are you all right?”

    He reached for me and caught sight of his hands. “Oh, my god! What happened to my hands? What happened to me, Finn? Why am I bleeding?”

    I gaped at him, and then rallied my scattered troops. “Dad, don’t you remember? You just took a bite out of your nurse.”

    Confusion snared his brow. “I thought that was just a dream.” He continued to stare at his hands and then took a tentative lick. He started to smile, but instead it turned into an expression of disgust. “Finn, why does this blood taste so good?”

    Because I broke you, I answered silently.

    Spring had nearly killed me when she manifested a body and tried to stop Jen, Gregg, and their chainsaw. When my dad tried to help me, I’d replaced my stolen vitality with his, jumped into the battle, and inadvertently left him to die. Later, I’d come back to help him. I’d kept him alive, but broke something, some vital part of his essence.

    It is appropriate for a parent to give his life so that his offspring may live.

    I shook my head helplessly and watched the orderlies burst in and tie him down.
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