
  Chapter 1

  The Visitor in the Long Coat and Other Shifty Matters


  



  The rain couldn’t quench the fire. The flames and smoke swelled around the burning car, engulfing it, while I just watched.


  I stood some distance away at the side of the wet road, oblivious to the lights of the police cars and fire trucks around me. As I stared at the blazing remains of the car, remembering how it had slid all over the road before flipping over and over then bursting into flames, landing in a ditch filled with swampy water next to the road, I knew this day would change my life.


  Behind me, I heard another car drive up. I turned to see my mother and father emerging from the car, their faces grief-stricken. My mother screamed wordlessly as she ran towards the burning car, only to be restrained by a firefighter trying to keep her away from the flames. She slumped over onto the ground, wailing, “Antonia, Antonia! My little girl!”


  Trying to conceal the tears in his eyes, my father came over to me and put his arms around me, hugging me tightly, even though I was soaked from the rain. “You’re all right,” he said gratefully. “Thank God. Are you hurt?”


  “Not badly.” I held out my bleeding arm to show him. “I got a cut from the broken glass. I was able to crawl out the window before the car caught fire. But… but Antonia was in the driver’s seat, and I couldn’t…” I buried my face in his shoulder. Behind me, my mother continued to cry as thunder rattled the sky. The rain poured down with renewed force, sheets of it drenching all of us. The blaze in Antonia’s car began to dwindle as the car sunk lower into the muddy water.


  My mother still wept, her body trembling.


  Though I tried, I could not shut everything out. I smelled the sickening, singed smell of the car, the reek of gasoline. As the storm continued, I began to shiver, drops of cold rain dripping from my eyelashes and the tip of my nose. Touching my face, I wondered if the wetness I felt was rain or tears.


  At last my mother turned away from the wreck and came to me. Putting her arms around my father and me, she sobbed, “Bethany, what happened?”


  I didn’t answer. I didn’t know how to describe the fear as the car flipped, Antonia’s screams, my own, or how I had escaped while my twin sister was now reduced to ashes.


  One last time, my mother turned to look at the wreck, then turned back to us. She spoke. “Take me away from here.”


  #


  Six Months later


  Personal Journal, Bethany Danio


  June 4


  Welcome to your new life, Bethany.


  That’s what I said to myself as my family arrived at our new home. That’s what I said to myself as I walked up its stairs for the first time. That’s what I said to myself as I looked, for the first time, at the room where I will sleep. And now, four hours later, that’s what I’m saying to myself as I begin this journal.


  Antonia, my twin sister, is gone. That’s why we moved to Linwoodbecause our old home in Louisiana reminded my parents too much of Antonia. I can tell her death has changed them.


  What was that?


  I just heard something. It’s creepy up here on the third floor; the sounds of the house will probably keep me awake at night.


  What a view, though! I can see so much out the window! The forest extends for acres around and


  #


  Shutting the journal quickly, I hurried downstairs as the doorbell rang, its ancient tone shrieking through the house. The visitor I had seen from the window was here.


  My three-year-old sister, Erica, sat on the middle step, her feet tucked primly under her. “Bethany, where’s Antonia?” she asked as I passed her.


  “Erica, there’s someone here!” I exclaimed, turning and taking her hands into mine.


  “Really?” Her eyes brightened. “Who is it?” As the doorbell rang a second time, I lifted Erica up and, carrying her on my hip, walked to the front door to answer the doorbell. Had neighbors finally arrived to welcome us to Linwood?


  Opening the door, I saw a middle-aged man shifting weight from one foot to the other. Lanky with tangled red hair, he wore a long black coat and a black button-down shirt. I noticed crumpled-up papers stuffed in the pockets of his coat.


  “Hi. Uh.” He avoided my eyes, looking past me. “Did you just move here?”


  “Sure did!” I bubbled, trying to be as friendly as possible. “From Louisiana!”


  “Uh. Ok. Well, welcome to Linwood. You’ve got a lot of, uh, fortitude to move into a place like this.”


  “Fortitude? Why? Is there something wrong with Linwood?”


  “Oh, nno. Not with Linwood. At least…” Lowering his voice, he finally met my gaze. “Have you noticed the forest?”


  “Of course!” I laughed. “You can’t help but notice the forest. It’s everywhere!”


  “Yes. Everywhere. It’s taking over Linwood, you know. Slowly. It’s not an ordinary forest.”


  “Yeah,” I agreed. “It looks like it’s been here for a while. It’s pretty.”


  “No!” He hissed. “Not pretty! It’s a haunted forest! Don’t go in!”


  “But I”


  “You are surrounded by it here. It’s haunted. It does things to people who go in!”


  Just then my mother appeared beside me. “Hello there! Nice of someone to stop by!”


  Smiling at her, he started talking about how nice Linwood was, how friendly the people were, and how lovely the town was. I backed away, uncertain, Erica quiet on my hip.


  But what he said rang in my mind.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  
    Chapter 2



    
      The Fugitive And Other Fancies


    

  


  



  



  “The prisoner has escaped! The prisoner has escaped!”


  The shouts rang through the darkened woods, drowning out all other night sounds. The girl heard them and quickened her pace. If they found her, she knew they’d hurt her, and afterwards… there would be no escape for her ever again.


  She dodged through the forest, brushing aside the branches in front of her. Stumbling over a root, she barely caught herself from falling. Somewhere soon, she knew, the forest would end and she’d be out in the open, with nowhere to hide.


  It began to rain.


  Briefly, she stopped running to catch her breath. The sounds behind her had diminishedor were they just drowned out now by the ever-increasing storm? She sucked in a breath of the night air, tasting the rain on her lips.


  The sounds of pursuit had changed… They were howling. Dogs! she thought in a panic. They’ve sent dogs after me!


  “The queen’s orders are clear!” The voice was too close to her. “We bring her back alive!” Another, more distant voice, yelled in acknowledgement.


  Her heart in her mouth, the girl started running again. The forest was so dark, she couldn’t be sure where she was going, or even if she was getting farther from the shouts…


  A hand caught one of her fingers and held on tightly. She drew in a breath, not daring to scream for fear it would bring the hunters closer. “Chime,” said a soft, familiar voice. “Chime, you won’t escape them alone. Come with me.”


  “They imprisoned me, but I’m not guilty! Butbut I have no way to prove it.” She swallowed. “I’ve got to hide.”


  #


  June 5


  What am I doing awake this late into the night?


  I’ll know why. It’s only my second night sleeping here. Here I am, in this strange new house, in my bedroom with Erica, and scared stiff.


  It’s so dark in here.


  Maybe I should spend the rest of the night with the lamp on.


  No. I, Bethany Danio, am too tough for that. My parents have dragged my family out here to live in this insanely old and rickety house at the edge of civilization. I will write in this journal the tales of my terrifying adventures here.


  But first, I really need to get some sleep.


  #


  I closed the journal and placed it on the little table beside my bed. Even so, I knew I wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep easily, not after that dream I had just had. The running girl I had seen in the forest. She seemed so frightened, so almost… real.


   Wrapped in a blanket against the slight chill, I crept out of the room, careful not to wake the sleeping Erica. Down the hall I went, then down the stairs of the old house.


  At the bottom of the stairs, I felt my way through the dark to the door two floors down, tripped over something, got up, found the door handle, and turned it.


  As the night air touched my face, I was glad I had brought a blanket. I stepped outside, the bricks of the walkway cool against my bare feet.


  Above me the sky stretched, visible in the darkness of the country. Looking around, I beheld the black-against-deep-blue shapes of forest. All around. Nothing else for miles, probably.


  I knew I could get lost out here and no one would find me.


  “Here I am,” I whispered to the moon. “I never wanted to move, but here I am.”


  I could smell it in the air, just as I could feel it in the wind that threaded itself around me. Something great would happen to me here.


  #


  Running.


  Fleeing.


  Escaping.


  She ran through the woods, led by the half-human faun who had found her, his cloven goat hooves finding sure paths through the night. The rain-drenched branches of evergreens slapped at her face. She squinted against the downpour, holding tightly to the faun’s hand.


  The land sloped sharply downwards. The faun momentarily slid on the wet leaves that covered it, but the girl stumbled and let out a cry.


  “Chime?” The faun turned.


  She lay on her back, looking up at him through a haze of pain. “David, I think my-my ankle’s hurt. I don’t think I can go any further.”


  #


  June 6


  There is only one building within a mile of where I live. It’s a florist shop. Looks like it’s been here awhile, transplanted here from another time. Even though I really didn’t have any need to buy roses, I walked there today anyway, just to see who lived around here in Linwood.


  As I walked up to the door, I saw a flyer posted on the old wood of the window frame.


  Enter Another World!


  See the Linwood Renaissance Faire!


  Another world? I wonder.


  The florist was a petite woman, shorter than me, who looked like a flower herself with her curly light red hair. But why did she look away so suddenly when I told her where I live? And why did her voice turn a bit higher and a bit quicker when I told her how much I liked the forests here, and looked forward to many hours of walks in the woods?


  



  #


  The girl sat in a cave, shivering. Her short hair was plastered to her head from the rain. There could be no fire to warm her. Outside, the storm raged, drowning out all other sounds. Her ankle was bound firmly with strips of cloth. 


  “This reminds me too much of prison,” she said hoarsely.


  “But you’re free now,” said the old faun.


  “Free to do what? Everyone in the country wants me dead.”


  #


  Why did my dreams seem sourgent?


  “Wake up, Bethany!” I winced as my younger brother, Francis, whispered in my ear.


  “Why?” I moaned. I wasn’t ready to get up. Walking about in the forest at night really did things to one’s quality of sleep.


  “Well, um, we have homemade biscuits for breakfast.”


  “Really?” I opened my eyes to him standing at my side. “Mom cooked something? She hasn’t cooked in ages!”


  He nodded. “Not since Antonia. But today is different, I think. She’s turning over a new leaf or something.”


  “Francis, have you been having weird dreams since we got here? About fugitives running and hiding?”


  He paused. “No, not really.” Then he grinned, poking me in the side. “Well, what else can you expect? You and Erica sleeping up here, on the creepy third floor. Why don’t you two sleep downstairs, like normal people do? Like me,” he teased.


  “Because I like it up here. It’s peaceful. And Erica didn’t want to sleep by herself. You know how she is about that.”


  “Yeah. Well, come downstairs and get some nice, hot breakfast. Besides, we still haven’t finished unpacking all those millions of boxes from moving.” Making a face, he darted away.


  Groaning, I emerged from under the blankets.


  Downstairs, the rest of my family was having breakfast in a kitchen stacked with half-unpacked boxes.


  “Where’s Daddy?” I asked my mother, who was leaning against the wall, a quarter-full wine glass in hand. She always had a wine glass in her hand these days.


  “At work. He went to work again today.”


  “But it’s Saturday.”


  “I know.” She tipped back her head and poured the rest of the contents of the glass down her throat, then walked over to the cabinet to refill it.


  “Hey, Bethany. I found a snake in our bathtub this morning,” said Francis.


  “Poisonous?”


  “Nah. Good old corn snake. He’s in my aquarium tank now, my new pet, the gift of our new old house. See, I think I’ll name him Moe.”


  “Who?”


  “The snake. He can be our resident rat eater. We sure could use one. I’ve been awake for three hours, and I’ve already seen two rats.”


  “The toaster is on fire,” said Erica. I turned to see her staring at the flaming toaster. “I was only trying to make some…”


  Francis dove over to the toaster and tossed a cup of juice onto the fire, dousing it. The oven beeped, signaling the completion of the biscuit-baking.


  “I’ll get the biscuits out of the oven,” I volunteered.


  My mother, (not really noticing anything), moved towards the oven. “No, thank you, Bethany, I’ve got it.” She opened the oven door and it fell off its hinges, crashing to the floor and shattering in a wave of warm porcelain. Heat from the now permanently-uncovered oven assailed us. She stepped back, unconcerned, and took a sip from another glass of wine on the kitchen table.


  “I did a bit of exploring yesterday, Mum, around Linwood,” I said as I turned off the oven and fished the pan of biscuits out of it.


  “What did you find?”


  “A paranoid florist and a flyer for a Renaissance Faire. Do we have anything we can cover this oven with while we eat? It’s way too hot in here now.”


  “I’ve heard of those,” said Francis, who was now poking about in all the corners of the kitchen in hopes of finding more reptiles. “They have lots of people dressed up in costumes walking around. And swordfights. Can you take us, Mum? It would be cool to see swordfights!” He opened a window to let out the oven’s heat.


  “Ok, I’ll do it,” my mother said quickly. “When?”


  “Two weekends from now.”


  “Ok. Sure.” Gulping down the rest of her wine, she left the room.


  #


  My family slept, but I didn’t.


  Instead, I sat at my desk that night, my body aching from hauling boxes all day, and thought about the strange dreams I had had.


  Who was the running girl in my dream? Time to have some answers, even if I had to make them up myself. These dreams had become too frequent for me to ignore them.


  Grabbing my journal and opening it to a blank page, I wrote:


  The running girl’s name is Chime.


  Was that enough? What was she running from?


  A queen.


  But there was more than that… more answers, more stories. She had a whole history, this girl, Chime, from my dreams. Leaning back in my chair, I nibbled on the end of my pencil, thinking.


  



  Chime is hiding from the misplaced wrath of her older cousin, the Queen Numuriu. Queen Numuriu is mysteriously possessed and paranoid. The Queen believes Chime is the one responsible for her possession, and would kill Chime if she could find Chime. So Chime must hide from the Queenin the army of the Queen’s archenemy, Duluge.


  



  
    Chapter 3



    
      New Velerethland and Other New Things


    

  


  By three days later, Chime and the other characters in my dreams had evolved into something of a story of sorts. I kept writing down the oddest things…


  New Velerethland. That’s the name of the country where Chime is, her homeland, where she’s now being hunted. The land is all forest-covered mountains, with plenty of places to hide. There is also a city, New Vah, where the Queen of New Velerethland, Numuriu, lives in Vah Castle.


  



  “Mother,” I announced, striding into the room. “Is there a library in Linwood?”


  “Yes,” she said, her eyes glued to the newspaper. “Why?”


  “I have very important” I made sure to exaggerate the words“things to do. I require information. Lots of it.”


  Erica appeared at my elbow. “That’s the place with the books, right?”


  “Yes, dear.”


  Francis came through the back door, a snake held carefully in one hand. “Look at him! Isn’t he pretty?”


  My mother shrank back. “Where did you find that? Goum, Francis, go put him back outside.”


  Francis frowned. “Mom, I want to be a biologist. You’re not helping my career any.”


  “Ok, if you put the snake outside I’ll help your career by taking you, Bethany, and Erica to the library where you can find books about snakes to read. Far better than bringing them in the house where they can slither out of your hands and get lost in here. Ok?”


  Francis found this idea quite acceptable, and so thirty minutes later, I stood among the bookshelves of the Linwood library, looking up books on writing.


  I’m going to write Chime’s story.


  I found all sorts of writing books: books about creating characters, books about plot, and books about story pacing. But I didn’t stop there: I read books about geography for the land I was inventing and books about architecture for the cities I would be building in my story.


  As I emerged from the forest of bookshelves to a small reading alcove, I saw a woman seated about ten feet away in one of the leather chairs, a book open in her lap. She was dressed unusually, in a single red garment that looked like a cross between a long coat and a dress. It reached all the way to her feet, and her hair was white. I could see the title of the book. It was: Time Travel: The possibilities and theories.


  As I stared at this strange-looking woman, she must have notice my presence, for she looked up at me. Her expression changed as her ice-blue eyes looked into mine. It was one of astonished surprise and… something else unreadable.


  I smiled.


  In one fluid motion, she stood up, her eyes still locked on mine, and placed the book on the hardwood table beside the chair. She began to back away slowly, as if I was a predator. When she was about fifteen feet away, she turned and left the library.


  “Wait,” I tried to call, but the words came out as a whisper and she was gone.


  #


  There was another girl in my dream that night, a different one. She was perhaps the same age as Chime, perhaps older. She wore a white gown and sat huddled in a corner of a dark room, thick strands of her amber hair obscuring her face. But it was still apparent that she was afraid.


  I knew this girl was Chime’s queen, Numuriu.


  She shivered and looked down at her hands. Then she hugged her knees, pulling them closer to her body. She shook her head.


  Then, as if startled, she sprang to her feet. Immediately she smoothed her hair back and straightened her gown. Her face was stained with tears, which she wiped away.


  “I keep forgetting,” she whispered. “The queen cannot live like this.”


  #


  I awoke in the night, the girl in the dream still vivid in my mind. Reaching in the dark, I grabbed for a sheet of paper and a pen to write.


  After I had finished writing, I lay back down. But before I fell asleep again, I heard a soft, windy melody play around me. I was sure I had imagined it, but I enjoyed it nevertheless.


  In the morning, I read what I had scrawled the last night:


  The Queen Numuriu stared around her, feeling angry again. She was possessed, horribly possessed, and the spirits within her had chosen today to manifest their angry side. The Queen had tried every possible remedy for her ailment, called in every healer in New Velerethland to drive the spirits away, but to no avail. There were rumors that the evil creature Duluge had amassed another army to take her throne for himself. If the rumors were true, she would have to build an army herself to fight back. And she couldn’t even think clearly, most of the time. The spirits had seen to that.


  Besides, who wanted to serve in a madwoman’s army?


  



  You should buy my book at: http://www.stephanievoid.com


  


