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			Prologue

			Latitude and longitude are invisible lines that circle the earth. The lines of latitude run east and west, while the lines of longitude travel north and south. Each line has a number, and if you have both the latitudinal and longitudinal numbers, which are also known as coordinates, you can find any place on the earth. 

			It is therefore fair to say, if you had the exact coordinates, you could find the tiny island of TeJÉ where this story takes place. You could travel there by boat or plane and after you arrived you could walk around on its warm, sandy beaches. You could sit in the shade of a tropical tree and fan yourself with long, wide leaves, or swim in the crystal blue water that laps at its shores.

			When you live on an island, everything comes and goes with the tide and the wind. This was a fact that was well known to the islanders.

			The people of TeJÉ spent their entire lives on a patch of land so small that it would seem little more than a speck from a distance. And yet, its shores held the whole history of the people who lived there. Every happening in their lives took place within its boundaries, and when each inhabitant’s eyes closed for the last time it became their final resting place.

			If you were to go there today, you would no doubt see wonderful and interesting things. That is true of most places on this planet, for our world abounds with fascinating sights and sounds.

			You might even glimpse remnants of what took place in the story you are about to read, although you would have to look very, very carefully.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER ONE
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			The Unexpected Guest

			UP UNTIL THE day upon which our story begins, the people of TeJÉ had never had a visitor. Not once. Not ever.

			This fact was not known to the girl who had just reached the island’s shores. Alone and frightened, she stood there for several moments, trying desperately to compose herself. When she felt steady enough to venture inland, she did so with hesitating steps, never suspecting that the trail of footprints she left behind marked an event of great significance. 

			The girl whose small feet had made these imprints was called Pascale Chardon.

			Before she had gone very far, a house came into view. When she saw it, Pascale’s heartbeat quickened with equal measures of hope and dread. 

			There was nothing frightening about the appearance of the dwelling. On the contrary, the simple home had a welcoming appearance. Lush green bushes snugged against the doorframe and the faces of tall yellow flowers greeted guests cheerily.

			Pascale’s feeling of alarm came partly from her natural shyness and partly from the terrible situation she found herself in. If any other option had been open to her, she would have turned away. But she had no choice, and she knew it. 

			Her legs trembled as she crossed the patch of grass that separated her from the door. There she stood with her hand poised to knock. And then her courage very nearly failed her.

			“It may be,” she told herself firmly, “that there is a woman inside this house who is very much like my own dear mother.”

			This strengthened her resolve, even as it brought a wave of despair, for Pascale knew her mother — her entire family for that matter — must be nearly mad with grief and despair, not knowing where she was or even if she was alive. 

			But no. She must not allow herself to dwell on such thoughts. Every bit of her energy must be dedicated toward her own survival.

			And so, she took a deep breath to steady her nerves, gathered up her courage, and knocked.

			The doorstep she stood on and the house she sought to enter belonged to a family called Riverstone. If they had been expecting her, refreshments would have been laid out and someone would have been waiting to receive this timid guest. But since there had never before been a stranger at the Riverstone door, no such preparations had been made.

			The child’s knock was soon answered by Mrs. Riverstone, whose eyes widened in astonishment. 

			“I beg your pardon, ma’am,” Pascale said. “May I trouble you for a drink of water?”

			Mrs. Riverstone was not a dull woman, nor was she out of water. All the same, her only reaction to the polite request was to gawk silently at the child.

			“I am terribly thirsty,” Pascale added. It was all she could do to keep from begging.

			Mrs. Riverstone regained control of herself. She sprang into action, taking hold of Pascale’s thin arm and pulling her into the small, tidy home, perhaps just a bit more vigorously than was necessary. 

			“Dear me, dear me,” she said, pointing her unexpected guest to a smooth wooden chair. “Of course, you can have a drink.”

			Mrs. Riverstone went to the counter where a wooden bucket sat. In a deft motion, she dipped a ladle into it and scooped water into a red clay cup.

			Pascale’s fingers shook as the cup was passed to her. She struggled to steady them as she raised it to her lips. How wonderful and cold the water felt flowing into her mouth and down her parched throat. She drained the cup and twice asked for more before closing her eyes and letting out a satisfied sigh.

			That was when Mrs. Riverstone settled herself into a chair and cast appraising eyes over her guest. 

			Pascale was slender and well-tanned. Her brown hair had a golden glow from many hours in the sun. Gray, wide-set eyes looked out from an oval face and her lips, although pale, dry, and chapped, formed a small smile. It was this smile that prompted Mrs. Riverstone to speak.

			“Well then, child — who are you and how did you get here?” 

			“I am called Pascale Chardon.” 

			The sound of her name seemed to give her strength. Pascale lifted her chin and continued in a soft voice.

			“I was traveling on a passenger ship, along with my aunt and uncle and two cousins. Our voyage was to be a grand holiday; Mother said I was lucky to have been invited. And it truly was wonderful, until a mighty storm came up out of nowhere. You would never think a ship so large could be tossed around as it was — like a mere toy on the waves. Water rushed against it in great swells, crashing madly on the deck.

			“The next thing I recall, I was drifting in a small boat, alone in the great, wide ocean. How I came to be in the boat is gone from my memory. I only know that after days of bobbing on the rise and fall of rolling waves, the tides brought me here.”

			“And where —” Mrs. Riverstone’s next question was interrupted by the sight of a black beetle crawling out of Pascale’s hair and across her forehead. The girl barely seemed to notice it until her hostess jumped up, leaned across the table, and attempted to swat it.

			“What are you doing?” Pascale cried, falling back to avoid the woman’s hand.

			“A bug!” Mrs. Riverstone said. “It was in your hair.”

			“Oh!” Pascale said with a small wave. “That is Inch.”

			“Inch?” repeated Mrs. Riverstone. “You’ve named a bug?”

			“Yes.” Pascale nodded. “Inch must have escaped the ship at the same time as I did, although it was a day or more before I noticed him in the boat. It was such a comfort to know I wasn’t entirely alone.”

			“Well, you aren’t alone now,” Mrs. Riverstone pointed out. She scrunched her nose to show her disapproval of Inch’s presence in her kitchen.

			Pascale cupped her hand and lifted it to shield the beetle, worried there may be a second attempt to dislodge him. 

			“Please understand,” she said. “Inch was my only friend through the long, dreadful days while we were at the ocean’s mercy. I cannot allow harm to come to him.”

			Inch’s fate may have been discussed further except for the arrival just then of Mrs. Riverstone’s children, Vimal and Sofia, who had been drawn from their play by the sound of voices.

			The pair had first gone to a window and peeked into the house from outside. Mornings were their mother’s chore time and everyone knew she did not welcome interruptions. This made them curious to see whom she could possibly be talking to.

			Their eyes had grown large with wonder at the sight of Pascale seated in their kitchen. Strangers on TeJÉ were unheard of and yet here in their very own home was a girl they had never seen before. With growing astonishment, they watched and listened to the odd discussion over a beetle.

			“Eck! I hate bugs!” Sofia whispered to her brother, who had heard enough shrieks from her over the years to know this was true. 

			“Never mind that, let’s go find out who she is,” Vimal said.

			This they did, hurrying inside and marching straight up to Pascale. 

			“Who are you?” Vimal asked.

			“I am Pascale.”

			“Well, I am Vimal. I’m nine, but I will be ten very soon.”

			“I am eleven,” Pascale said. Her eyes moved to the girl who stood silently at Vimal’s side. “And is this your sister?”

			“This is my sister Sofia, who is seven,” Vimal said. “This is our house.”

			“And our mother,” Sofia added, speaking for the first time. She lifted her chin and crossed her arms over her chest as she spoke.

			“Your mother has kindly given me water,” Pascale told the pair. 

			“Where did you come from?” Vimal said.

			“No time for that now,” Mrs. Riverstone said. “I must take Pascale to the Elders.”

			“Because of the rule, Mother?” asked Vimal.

			“The rule?” Pascale said.

			“Of course,” Vimal said. “From the Authority of Trust.” He cleared his voice and quoted, “‘Any stranger to the island must be taken at once to the Village Elders no matter how unlikely it seems that he or she is the Long Awaited.’”

			“But … what does this mean?” Pascale asked. She looked to Mrs. Riverstone, but instead of answering, Mrs. Riverstone gestured for her to rise.

			“Come, come,” Mrs. Riverstone said. “We must go without delay.”

			Pascale felt dizzy from trying to grasp the meaning of what she had just heard. Her head swam with questions, but she rose obediently and followed Mrs. Riverstone.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			The Wisdom of Sun, Moon, and Star

			On this momentous day on the Island of TeJÉ, the Village Elders happened to be awake. This was not always so. Callers often found the three, curled up like well-fed cats, sound asleep in the enormous chairs they occupied. 

			No one minded if the Elders slept on the job. That did not interfere with their work, which involved a single duty. They were to be wise. The Elders were called upon to use their wisdom in answering questions, settling disputes, and offering guidance.

			The island’s Elders were appointed solely on the basis of their advanced age. And, since age was the single qualifier, the Elders were typically a mixed group. They often consisted of two women and one man, or two men and one woman, although occasionally all three Elders were one or the other. Whatever the case was, the villagers had great confidence in their system. The theory was that those who had lived the longest would also have gained the most wisdom and knowledge. 

			This theory was seriously flawed. A foolish young person does not grow up to be a wise old person simply on the basis of having reached an advanced age. Even at ninety-nine, they will almost certainly be nothing more than old and foolish.

			Throughout the centuries, it sometimes happened that all of the Elders were wise. At other times, they were all foolish. More often, there were two of one and one of the other. The trio of Elders that Pascale was being taken to happened to be made up of three men, of which one was wise and two were foolish. It was not a fortunate combination.

			The Elders spent their days in the village meeting hall, which was known as the Place of Matters. There, they dispensed advice, which was sometimes wise and helpful and sometimes neither of those things. In addition, they napped, and periodically they reviewed the writings in the Authority of Trust.

			It was to this place that Pascale made her way, along with Mrs. Riverstone, Sofia, and Vimal. The Riverstone children were quite thrilled to be a part — even if it was a very small part — of such exciting news. There had only been the four of them when they set out for the Place of Matters, but this changed as they walked along. 

			Pascale could not help noticing the way heads turned in surprise whenever she was spotted. It was perfectly understandable that people would look, of course. After all, this was a place where the inhabitants all knew each other and she was a stranger. 

			What struck Pascale as odd was that every single person who caught sight of her stopped whatever they were doing and fell in behind the small group. In short order there were thirty-seven villagers following them and still others moving toward the growing cluster of shuffling feet.

			Pascale struggled to stay calm. She drew slow, deep breaths and only once turned her head to glance over her shoulder. This she regretted the second her eyes took in the scene behind her. It wasn’t that the faces seemed unfriendly. Not at all. It was the way they were focused on her, the intensity of their stares that she found unsettling. 

			The question prickled the back of her neck: what did they want with her? She could think of no reason anyone would be so interested in one small girl. Not understanding made it frightening.

			It had something to do with the things Vimal had said, of that much she was certain. If only she could sort out the meaning of his peculiar remarks.

			On she walked, her heart pounding harder with each step. And then, at last, the meeting hall came into sight. 

			Pascale’s steps faltered and came to a stop. She stared at the sight before her in wonder. 

			Never before had she seen a place such as this one. The circular structure that loomed ahead, was, like the island homes, constructed from slender trees, fastened together with mud and vines and topped with a thatched roof. But the enormous size of the meeting hall gave it an air of grandeur that was quite unexpected. 

			It was a moment before she could move forward. As Pascale entered, she saw that the hard dirt floor was scattered with brightly colored mats and cushions. 

			As her eyes adjusted to the dimmer light, Pascale could not help being astounded by the vastness of the open room she found herself in. There was easily space enough to hold several hundred people, although for a moment she thought it completely uninhabited. It was only as she was ushered toward them that she saw the Elders, tucked in along the north curve of the wall. Each of their chairs bore the symbol of the title its occupant had been assigned: Elder Moon, Elder Sun, and Elder Star. They were positioned on a slightly raised platform, behind a beautifully carved crescent-shaped table. It was an arrangement that looked more ornamental than official.

			Mrs. Riverstone took the girl’s hand and led her gently to a special spot on the floor — a circle chiseled from well-polished shale rock. This was where anyone wishing to address the Elders was to stand.

			The strangeness of it all stirred fear in Pascale even as she felt herself being nudged forward. She stepped haltingly onto the stone, which was smooth and cool beneath her feet. A scene flashed in her memory: walking on a swaying bridge, frozen by fear. Her father had told her in that moment that the enemy was not the bridge, but her fear. “There is courage in you,” he had counseled gently. “Reach inside and find it.”

			I must be brave, she thought, remembering his words. I must!

			“Elders,” said Mrs. Riverstone once she had placed herself next to Pascale, “a stranger has come to TeJÉ. A young girl.”

			The three aged heads lifted in unison.

			“She is called Pascale,” the woman told them. “I brought her here straightaway, as you can see.”

			She turned slightly and gestured toward Pascale. This was hardly necessary as the Elders’ attention was already fixed on the newcomer. There was silence for a moment as they absorbed the news of this astonishing event.

			“I’m surprised the Lookout didn’t see her,” Mrs. Riverstone said. There was no malice in her words, she was merely filling in a gap of silence, as folks often do, but the remark was heard by some ears as a criticism.

			“A very good question,” said Elder Star, although no question had been asked.

			“That’s right! Where was the Lookout?” demanded Elder Moon. “He should have alerted us to the stranger’s arrival.”

			Elder Star patted the table, feeling about for his gavel so that its sharp rap could add importance to what he was going to say next. But his eyesight was failing and his gnarled fingers searched in vain. 

			Finally, he gave up and said, “What is the good of having a Lookout if he is not doing his job? We must deal with this at once!”

			“Send for the youth!” cried Elder Moon. “We will soon have the facts of the matter.”

			“There is nothing to be gained in dwelling on what cannot be changed,” said Elder Sun. “Let us look ahead, rather than behind.”

			Elder Sun’s words went unheeded. In short order, Kenta Morningbay, a boy of twelve who seldom walked when he could run, was chosen from those present and given instructions to find the Lookout.

			“Bring him to us at once,” Elder Star said as the boy turned to go. It was not a necessary instruction as Kenta understood perfectly what he was to do, but Elder Star very much enjoyed having the last word.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER THREE
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			The Sting of a Small Betrayal

			As the Elders waited for the Lookout to be located and brought to the Place of Matters, word continued to spread through the village. A stranger, possibly even the Long Awaited, was on the island! Men, women, and children stopped what they were doing and hurried to the meeting hall.

			Inside that building, Pascale had been given a cushion and was sitting cross-legged, waiting as patiently as she could while the minutes crawled by. She was feeling less nervous than when she’d first arrived, but her general discomfort was growing. This was not surprising considering that every eye in the place was watching her. 

			Pascale could easily imagine what they must be thinking. Here she was, practically on display, in a condition that could only be described as bedraggled. It was unsettling to be openly stared at, unwashed and wearing garments she had been in for days and days. And her hair! A filthy, tangled mess!

			It wasn’t just the general grime of her appearance either. While it hadn’t been so noticeable in the open air, indoors and surrounded by villagers, Pascale was growing increasingly aware that she smelled horrid. 

			She knew she was not to blame for this, and yet she could not escape the feeling of shame that crept over her. She wished she could shrink down to the size of her beetle and scurry out of sight!

			No one approached her to speak, which she would have much preferred to the gawking. Even so, as strains of conversation reached Pascale, she began to better understand why everyone was so interested in her.

			From what she heard, Pascale learned that there had not been a single outsider on the shores of this island since it was first settled many, many years ago. Not one. She was not just a stranger, she was the only stranger — ever! Why would they not stare? She was a curiosity, a new face in a place where everyone had known each other all of their lives.

			From the other side of the room, Vimal Riverstone observed the crowd’s fascination with Pascale and, as he watched, envy stirred in his heart. Only moments earlier he had been close to the middle of it all, but now he was on the side, forgotten. 

			That did not seem fair. Of anything that had ever happened on TeJÉ, this was by far the most sensational. And after all, the girl had come to his home first!

			Not only that, but as the events had unfolded — when they’d walked with Pascale to the Place of Matters and his mother told the Elders the astonishing news that a stranger had come to TeJÉ — Vimal had felt close to the center of it all. 

			Oh, how thrilling it had been to feel important!

			Who could blame him for wanting to stand in the spotlight for just a little longer? Really, anyone might have been tempted to do exactly what Vimal did next. 

			“I bet no one would believe what we saw,” he said to Sofia, loudly enough to be heard by anyone nearby.

			“What?” Sofia asked. “What did we see, Vimal?”

			“I just don’t know if we should tell anyone,” he said craftily. 

			His words had the desired effect. Heads were turning and already a circle of villagers was easing toward them.

			“Tell them what?” Sofia said. 

			Vimal pressed a finger to his lips and because she adored her brother, Sofia obediently fell silent.

			It only took a moment or two before a small gathering of curious faces pressed close and hushed voices began urging Vimal to disclose whatever it was he had seen.

			Several times he looked as though he was about to speak, only to cast his eyes down and hesitate at the last second. 

			However, this could only sustain the crowd’s interest for so long. Despite his efforts to draw out the moment, his small audience quickly grew restless and demanded that he stop teasing them and finish whatever he’d started to say.

			Vimal felt suddenly trapped. He wished he could take his words back, but of course it was too late. So he lifted his head and slowly drew in a deep breath.

			“The strange thing is this: the girl, that is, Pascale, has a black beetle — in her hair,” Vimal said at last, his voice hushed. “On purpose, mind you.”

			There were immediate murmurs all around him.

			“A beetle? In her hair? Whatever for?”

			“It was with her on the boat that drifted here. She seems to have made something of a pet of the thing.” Vimal paused, looking from face to face of those huddled around him. “She’s even given it a name. She calls it Inch.”

			There were more exclamations over this news. Most bugs were nothing more than a nuisance to the villagers. Pascale’s affection for a beetle struck them as decidedly peculiar.

			It took Vimal only a few minutes to tell them everything he could remember about the beetle. And then, as soon as it was apparent he had nothing further to share, his audience was gone. 

			The news about Inch raced around the room in whispers and snickers.

			“The girl has adopted a bug as a pet. Imagine it!”

			“Can you believe she’s even given it a name! Inch or Pinch or some such thing.”

			And while Vimal had taken care to divulge what he knew in a lowered voice, others were not so careful. Before long, words heavy with scorn reached Pascale’s ears.

			“The Riverstone child says there’s a beetle in her hair. A beetle! And that she wants it there!”

			Pascale rose slowly to her feet, troubled by what she had just heard. It was not difficult for her to figure out which of the Riverstone children was spreading this bit of gossip, but she could not fathom why. Was it possible she had offended or upset Vimal? Surely there must be some reason that he would be making fun of her behind her back.

			She scanned the room and found him standing alone. It seemed that his eyes met hers for just a second, but before she could be certain, he turned away.

			And then, as she was wondering whether or not she should speak to him about it, her attention was drawn to a commotion at the entrance door.

			At last, the island Lookout had arrived.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER FOUR
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			The Lookout

			Pascale’s gaze shifted away from Vimal and over to the Lookout, who was making his way across the room. As he passed by, she heard the name Xander murmured by several people in the crowd and she deduced from the mild vexation in the way his name was said that he was not someone the islanders particularly admired.

			Xander Thunderwave was a robust boy of seventeen, brown and glowing from his days in the sun. He had inherited the position of Lookout from his grandfather, who had served in the role for thirty years before passing the job down the previous summer. 

			Immediately behind Xander was Kenta Morningbay, the boy who had been sent to fetch him. As Xander approached the Elders, Kenta headed toward Pascale.

			“Sorry I took so long,” he said. “I bet you were tired of waiting.”

			“A little,” she admitted. “This is all so —”

			But Elder Star had located his gavel at last and Pascale was cut off by the loud whack it made on the table. A thin finger lifted to point at her even as he directed his words to Xander.

			“Explain why you didn’t report this girl’s arrival on TeJÉ!”

			“I didn’t see her arrive,” Xander said. “How could I report something I didn’t know about?”

			“Yes, but why didn’t you see her?” asked Elder Moon. “Isn’t it your job to keep watch for the Long Awaited?”

			“This is just a little girl. How could she be the Long Awaited?” Xander cast a skeptical look at Pascale as though to make his point. “Besides, I can’t see everywhere at once.” 

			That was perfectly true. But it was also true that Xander was an idle youth who paid scant attention to his duties. He took naps almost as often as the Elders did, tucking himself out of sight in caves along the shore or in lush thickets of grass whenever he wandered inland. 

			“In that case, explain your whereabouts when the girl’s boat reached the shores of TeJÉ!” Elder Star demanded.

			“That information will only be of value if we know where and when the boat landed,” said Elder Sun. “I don’t believe we’ve had any account of that.”

			“Yes, of course. That is just what I said earlier,” Elder Star claimed, although he had said no such thing. “We need all of these details — where the boat landed and so forth, and what this young lad was up to when it happened.”

			Xander puzzled this out for a moment. “Should I go look for the boat then?” he asked.

			Elders Moon and Star exchanged inquiring looks, as though to ask the other’s opinion before speaking. This was a habit they had developed over time, for they frequently agreed with each other, while Elder Sun tended to be the odd one out. 

			In this instance, each Elder found the other nodding, and thus they settled the matter quickly.

			“By all means,” said Elder Star. “Search out the boat and come back here to report its location.”

			“Yes, yes. We’ll soon get to the bottom of this!” said Elder Moon.

			Elders Star and Moon then relaxed back into their chairs looking pleased with themselves.

			Pascale turned to her new acquaintance in alarm. 

			“Are we to wait for the Lookout to find the boat now?” she asked. 

			“I hope not,” was Kenta’s reply. “Besides, I don’t know what can be proven by any of this.”

			Pascale saw the truth in that at once. Fearing she would be kept there for who-knew-how-long, and accomplish nothing in the end, she gathered every speck of courage she could summon, cleared her throat, and said, “Excuse me, your honors. I mean your Elders. May I ask a question?”

			“Of course,” said Elder Sun quickly. “What is it, child?”

			“Is there a ship, or some other large vessel, here — one that could provide me with passage to whatever continent is closest? My family would gladly pay any costs.”

			But she saw at once, in the slow shake of all three Elders’ heads, that the answer was not going to please her. 

			“I’m sorry,” said Elder Sun. “Even our largest fishing boats are not capable of such a journey.”

			Pascale sank back down onto the cushion, not caring for the moment whether or not the Elders expected her to remain standing. Tears were filling her eyes in spite of her determination to be brave.

			Furthermore, it was some days since she had eaten. Aside from the water just provided by Mrs. Riverstone, there had been times while drifting in the boat when she had caught rainwater to drink, but there had never been a chance to obtain food.

			To make matters worse, the meeting room was terribly warm, and waiting for the Elders to make some sort of helpful decision was taking its toll on her weakened condition. 

			Pascale took a deep breath, trying to steady the trembling and fluttering that had taken over her insides. She lifted a hand toward Kenta, who saw that something was wrong and leaned close to her.

			“What is it?” he asked. “What do you need?”

			“I feel … that is … I —” 

			But before she could say another word, she fainted dead away.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER FIVE
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			The Instant Feast

			Within seconds, and no doubt roused by her sudden collapse, Inch poked his little face from beneath Pascale’s bangs. He walked across the bridge of her nose to the tip and there he stood, poised and looking for all the world like a tiny conductor. 

			Someone might have swatted the poor beetle away, but thanks to Vimal’s gossip, everyone was aware that this particular bug was important to their visitor. Therefore, they left it undisturbed as they gathered around Pascale’s motionless form.

			“Give her air!” they shouted at each other. It was not helpful that they ignored their own instructions and crowded closer to peer at her pale countenance.

			“Fetch the Healer!” several cried, forgetting that the official Healer had recently given birth to twin daughters, leaving the village at the mercy of the Apprentice Healer, nineteen-year-old Zarel Duckpuddle.

			Zarel had been an apprentice for two years, and ought to have been a reasonable substitute for the regular Healer. Unfortunately, that was not the case. Those he treated often recovered more slowly than they would have if they had not used his services.

			In addition to being ineffective, Zarel Duckpuddle was something of a hypochondriac. It was almost impossible for him to hear a patient’s symptoms without becoming convinced he had them too. As a result, this hapless young Healer regularly took to his bed to recover from imagined illnesses. That is precisely where he was when Pascale fainted and thus, she was spared his ministrations.

			It was, instead, Kenta who saved the moment. Kenta had recently suffered a bout of stomach upset, and it had been violent enough to prevent him from eating for five days. He recalled how dizzy and feeble he had felt afterward, although he was normally bursting with energy. 

			“I bet she’s weak from hunger,” he suggested as Pascale’s eyes fluttered open.

			“Of course, she is!” declared Elder Moon. “I was just about to say that.”

			“Fetch her food!” commanded Elder Star.

			No sooner had this order been given than Pascale found herself propped up with cushions. One of the village women removed the apron she was wearing and spread it out on the floor in front of the girl like a miniature tablecloth.

			Within seconds, a tiny mountain of food was produced from pockets and satchels and heaped on the apron. Pascale’s eyes grew wide as she beheld leaf-wrapped mango slices, fresh chunks of coconut, berries, bananas, hard-boiled eggs, figs, and nuts as well as several things she did not recognize. 

			She reached out and lifted a few berries to her lips, forcing herself to nibble slowly. She knew it was important not to overwhelm her stomach when she hadn’t eaten in so long.

			The villagers looked on approvingly as Pascale ate her fill and gave her tummy a satisfied pat when she had taken enough. They were less charmed by Inch, who had raced down her arm and onto the apron. He was darting about, pausing here and there to gobble bug-sized bites.

			“There’s a bug on your food,” pointed out four-year-old Oralee Oceansong, who had been busy at play when Inch was being discussed.

			Pascale gave her a smile. “We have both been very hungry,” she said. “And we are ever so grateful for this wonderful meal.”

			Oralee had more to say (this was often true of Oralee), but a commotion at the entrance to the Place of Matters caught her attention.

			In fact, all eyes in the room turned as a wizened old woman crossed the threshold and made her way toward the Elders. She took tiny, shuffling steps, squinting and steadying herself with a crooked staff. It thunked softly on the dirt floor with each small movement she made forward.

			Pascale had never seen anyone move so slowly. It seemed a very long time before the old woman reached the Elders, who had risen to greet her.

			“Welcome,” said Elder Sun. He reached out his hand to help her onto the platform. When she had managed the step up, he led her around behind the table. There she settled herself into Elder Moon’s chair. (This brought several scowls and frowns from Elder Moon, even though cushions were hastily arranged for him to sit on.)

			Elder Sun turned his attention to Pascale to explain the newcomer’s presence.

			“It is the tradition of TeJÉ that whenever matters arise which may be related to the Long Awaited,” he said, “the island’s Legend Keeper comes to share the story.”

			Pascale was very fond of stories. She watched as the Legend Keeper shifted in Elder Moon’s chair before lifting the puckered palm of her right hand. The room fell silent.

			“Good morning, people of TeJÉ,” the Legend Keeper said. Her voice was surprisingly clear and steady. “I have been told that we have in our midst a young stranger from the world beyond.”

			She paused and glanced about, which prompted those near Pascale to nudge her to her feet. The Legend Keeper gave the girl an appraising look before continuing.

			“Some of you are wondering if this girl — I am told she is called Pascale — can possibly be the Long Awaited. I do not have the answer. All I can do is once again tell you what I know.

			“The story of the Long Awaited has been told to some of you many times before, but that does not mean you have heard everything.”

			The Legend Keeper made a sweeping arc with her hand, inviting the villagers to move closer. They did this, and prepared to listen. 

			Pascale, eager to hear the tale, sat back down and waited attentively, while Inch, whose tiny beetle belly was gloriously full for the first time in some days, curled up contentedly in the notch of her ear and went to sleep.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER SIX
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			The Legend Keeper Speaks

			TO BEGIN AT the beginning, we must first travel back in history to a time when the desires of men were colored like emeralds and rubies. Greed and anger had spread over the earth. Strife and bitterness grew ever stronger among the peoples of all lands. 

			It was into this world that twins were born — a brother and sister whose hearts were pure and kind. As they grew, they were troubled by the society around them. They dreamed and spoke of a better way. Those who bothered to listen to them laughed and told them what they wished for was impossible. 

			Eventually, the twins stopped trying to convince those around them to change. Instead, clinging to the hope that somewhere in the world there were others who believed as they did, they set out on a great journey. For years the pair traveled around the globe. As they made their way from land to land, they were joined by others who also desired a more tranquil way of life. In time, the two wanderers had grown to several hundred. But no matter where they went, the twins and their party were unable to find a land of peace and happiness. Eventually, they realized there was only one thing they could do. They must seek out a place where no one had yet made a home — a place where they could live apart from the rest of the world.

			And so it was that they commissioned a great sailing ship and its crew to take them in search of a new home. For many days the group traversed the mighty seas and oceans, searching and hoping. Weeks and months slipped by as the vessel bore them from land to land, and yet they found no place to make their own. Murmurs began in their midst and there was talk of giving up. Perhaps tranquility and peace were nothing but a dream that could never be fulfilled.

			But one day, when it seemed as though they had been sailing forever, when the hopes of even the most stalwart among them had begun to fade, something peculiar happened. A strange and mighty gust came up on a cloudless day and turned their ship from its course. Nothing the captain and crew tried in order to turn it back to the route they had been on made any difference. It was as though a great force was guiding the boat. And then, they came to the island which is now known as TeJÉ. 

			The captain studied his charts and maps, but could not find any record of the island. This caused great rejoicing among the travelers for it meant they had indeed found an undiscovered and, more importantly, uninhabited land. Here, at long last, was a place they could call their own.

			Once the happy group had disembarked with their supplies, the ship’s captain and crew wished them well and sailed away. Excited to begin their new life, the travelers quickly fell in love with the beauty of the island. They built dwellings and planted gardens, and the island became a world of harmony and joy.

			The Legend Keeper paused and took several unhurried sips of water. Pascale leaned forward, impatient to hear the rest of the story. Finally, the Legend Keeper continued.

			By and by, tiny problems crept into the lives of the islanders. At first, they hardly seemed worth mentioning: a forgotten courtesy, a hint of ingratitude, a moment of impatience. Such matters barely seemed worthy of anyone’s attention. 

			But as time passed, these small problems, left to flourish like weeds, grew and began to choke out the island’s tranquility. The twins saw what was happening and despaired, but by this time they were old and feeble, and the younger people who now populated the island paid no heed to their warnings. 

			One day, the sister walked into the woods to escape the growing discontent, even if only for a little while. She never returned. Search parties were sent out, and when they found her, she was curled up in the shelter of a tall tree. Thinking she was asleep, they tried to waken her, but their efforts were unsuccessful. Heartbroken at her death, her brother’s health also began to fail. 

			One night a message came to him in a dream. Knowing that he, too, would soon be gone, he called for the people of the island to gather round so that he might share this message with them.

			“Good friends,” he said, speaking with all the strength he could summon, “we began life on this island in harmony, but discord has crept in. And yet there is hope. The day will come when a bend in the breeze will bring a stranger to this place, and what that stranger finds will determine the future for the people of TeJÉ. 

			“If the stranger finds peace and unity, the island will be blessed with happiness. But if the stranger finds conflict and strife, TeJÉ will be cursed with misery. Mind you heed these words and return to the ways we established when we first came to this place so that the future of TeJÉ will be blessed and not cursed.”

			For many generations, we have waited. Legend tells us that someday the winds of earth will deliver this stranger. And then we will learn our fate.

			The Legend Keeper cast her eyes down for a moment before lifting her head and giving a nod to signify she was finished speaking.

			But not everyone in the audience thought the story should end there. 

			“Well then, tell us!” cried little Oralee Oceansong, turning to face Pascale. “Are you the one? The Long Awaited?”

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN
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			A Matter of Knowing

			One might think that was a perfectly fair question even if it seemed impudent coming from a four-year-old child. The problem was — and this may seem strange even though it was true — Pascale could not answer it.

			All eyes in the place had turned to the girl and every ear strained in anticipation of her answer.

			“I, well, I, that is —” Pascale blinked slowly, as though that might clear the confusion from her brain.

			“Well, speak up!” Elder Star said. “Are you or are you not?”

			“I don’t seem to know,” Pascale admitted.

			For a moment or two the room was filled with murmurs and grumbles and mutters of, “She doesn’t know! She doesn’t know!” 

			The Legend Keeper thumped her cane on the floor.

			“Have you all forgotten?” she asked once the room was again silent. “The Long Awaited will remain on the island until the sun has risen seventeen times. Only then will the true identity be revealed.”

			Pascale felt half dizzy from the many thoughts swirling in her head. Sorting them out was impossible.

			“Seventeen days! It cannot be!” she cried. “Please — I need to go home.”

			No one spoke. As Pascale looked imploringly toward the Elders, she saw in their eyes that, in this matter at least, they had no words of wisdom to offer. Her heart sank as she grasped the terrible truth. She may very well be stranded in this place so very far from home for seventeen days … or longer.

			“But where will I stay?” she asked in a trembling voice.

			“Oh! Oh!” Oralee said. “Can she stay with us, Mama?”

			Mrs. Oceansong looked startled by the question, but she smiled and agreed that such an arrangement would be very much to her liking.

			“But I found her,” claimed Mrs. Riverstone, although the opposite was true. “She should come to my home.”

			“I don’t believe that is a rule!” said Mrs. Oceansong indignantly. “What is the rule for visitors to TeJÉ?”

			TeJÉ had never had a visitor before, and so no one knew the answer. The villagers turned to the Elders.

			“Well, now —” said Elder Moon, scratching the scraggly whiskers on his chin. “The girl will have to stay somewhere.”

			“Somewhere is much better than nowhere,” added Elder Star. He banged his gavel and nodded.

			“That does not seem very helpful,” Kenta whispered.

			Pascale giggled in agreement. She looked about, hoping someone would offer a suggestion that would settle the matter. Talk of where she was to stay had brought visions of a warm bath and cozy bed to her mind. She suddenly realized she was very, very tired.

			Mrs. Riverstone chose that moment to move toward her. She smiled warmly and leaned close to Pascale’s ear.

			“You are most welcome to come and stay with us,” she murmured. “Would you like that?”

			Pascale thought about the way Vimal Riverstone had made fun of her and her beloved Inch. She did not want to be rude, but because of that she was sure she could never be comfortable as a guest in the Riverstone home.

			“Thank you kindly,” she said, “but I cannot accept.”

			Mrs. Riverstone did her best to hide her disappointment. She patted Pascale on the arm and said, “All the same, you are welcome anytime,” but sadness shadowed her brow and the smile she had worn drooped and fell away.

			Standing next to his mother, Vimal heard the brief exchange. A tiny voice inside him whispered that he was the reason the girl did not want to stay at his house.

			Vimal pushed the thought away. It couldn’t be his fault. Really, what harm had there been in a few innocent remarks about a silly bug? Besides, he had not said anything that was untrue.

			Anger stirred itself in him toward the girl. His mother had been kind to her, but was she grateful? No, she was not! She had refused the offer to stay at their home and this had hurt his mother’s feelings.

			The more he thought about it, the angrier Vimal became. But anger was not permitted on TeJÉ. 

			Of course, it is impossible to keep from ever getting angry. What was against the rules in the Authority of Trust was staying angry. Every child on the island learned this from an early age. Even now, Vimal found himself thinking of the familiar words he had memorized in Happiness Class. 

			Every boy and girl should know, anger left to burn 	will grow

			But it loses all its power when it’s cooled within the 	hour.

			He knew what he was supposed to do in a situation such as this. Vimal should have gone to Pascale to talk the matter over and try to resolve it.

			The problem was, Vimal did not want to talk to the girl. Perhaps he was not as convinced of his own innocence as he wanted to believe. In any case, he decided to leave the Place of Matters instead.

			Stepping out into the warm sun, Vimal began to walk home. 

			He did not notice four-year-old Oralee Oceansong squatted down along the side of the path he trod. Oralee had slipped away from her parents a few moments earlier and wandered outside. She was bored with all the talk in the Place of Matters, which she found dull and not the slightest bit fun. Besides, she wanted to look about for special stones. 

			The villagers loved stones with colors and patterns, and whenever a new home was being built everyone brought some of these beautiful stones to help decorate it. The stones would be arranged on the main room floor — sometimes in a shape or pattern, sometimes randomly. The village’s Stone Artisan then smoothed them out and sealed them in with a special resin so that they would remain there always as a symbol of friendship and unity.

			Oralee knew that stones would soon be needed for an island couple who were about to be Solemnly-Merried. Oralee had never attended such an occasion before, but her cousin, who was older and therefore knew ever so much more than she did, had told her all about it.

			This had left Oralee’s head full of dancing thoughts of romance. Love and kisses and a new life together! Oralee had especially liked the explanation of what “Solemnly-Merried” meant, even though she hadn’t understood all of it. It was something about double meanings and emotions and … well, it didn’t matter. Before long, she would be there and see and hear it for herself! 

			Oralee was fond of both the groom, Gabor Summersea, and his soon-to-be bride, Irina Morningbay, who taught the island children at their lessons. She imagined how much fun it would be to visit their home someday and see stones that she had collected, sealed forever in their floor. And so, bored with the slow proceedings over the stranger, Oralee had made her way outside to look for stones.

			That is how she happened to witness Vimal’s abrupt departure from the Place of Matters that morning. And because she was crouched down, poking about on the ground, Oralee’s attention was drawn, quite naturally, to Vimal’s feet.

			Vimal’s face showed nothing of the anger he was feeling toward Pascale. He had learned to hide such emotions by keeping his expression neutral. But his feet — now that was another story. His feet smacked and slapped against the dusty trail in a way that could only mean one thing.

			I wonder, Oralee thought curiously, what has made Vimal Riverstone so cross.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT
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			Xander’s Odd Discovery

			Xander the Lookout trudged along the shore, searching for the boat that had brought the girl Pascale to TeJÉ. He was not happy.

			“Why should I miss all the excitement?” he grumbled. “And who cares about a boring old boat anyway?”

			His movements were slow and he paused now and then to kick angrily at the sparkling sand that bordered the island. While birds sang and flowers waved nearby, while the sun shone brightly overhead, nothing improved Xander’s gloomy frame of mind. 

			And then he spotted something peculiar. It was so strange that Xander stopped in his tracks and spent several moments gawking out over the water, wondering if he might be imagining things.

			It wasn’t what he’d been looking for — not the boat that had brought the girl to the island, or any other boat for that matter. In fact, it slowly dawned on him that it wasn’t, well, anything, exactly. He blinked and stared. Perhaps his eyes were playing tricks on him.

			What Xander saw was a hollow in the water. It looked exactly as if a boat had been there and left a dent, but, of course, everyone knows such a thing is impossible.

			And yet, there it was. Xander took a step closer, and then another, moving as if in a trance until he reached the water’s edge. Waves lapped gently against the sand. Sparkling ripples moved steadily over the surface as far as the eye could see — except in that single place. 

			There, the surface was still and smooth as though an invisible boat was resting there, forming this mysterious dip in the water.

			Directly above it, a seagull flew in a circle, its head tilted in such a way that it seemed to be inspecting the odd sight.

			Xander tried to recall if he had ever heard of such a thing before. He was quite certain he had not, nor could he fathom what it might mean. When he had pondered the strange sight for some time and been unable to think of an explanation for it, he decided to return to the Place of Matters and report what he had seen to the Elders.

			Surely this curiosity was important enough to excuse him from his present assignment. He would simply have to look for the boat that had brought Pascale to TeJÉ later.

			Meanwhile, at the Place of Matters, Pascale was becoming restless as she waited for the Elders to decide where she would stay. The longer it took for anything to be settled, the more anxious and exhausted she became. 

			It all seemed so complicated! As thankful as she was to be on solid ground after her ordeal at sea, the strangeness of the island’s stories and customs made her ache for her own home and family. 

			I will never again take anything for granted, if only I can go back to where I belong, she told herself. 

			It was not the first time she had made this promise. Every day while drifting in the lifeboat, Pascale had sworn she would be grateful forever if she could just return home. How desperately she missed her life, her family, and her friends. 

			Still seated next to her, Kenta recognized the sadness and longing on Pascale’s face. How alone she must feel, even in a crowded room. He offered her an encouraging smile, wishing there was something he could do to make her feel better.

			Almost at once an idea came to him. He wondered why he hadn’t thought of it earlier.

			“I’ll be right back,” he said, scrambling to his feet. 

			True to his word, Kenta was back in a flash, but he wasn’t alone.

			“This is Karuna Cloudwater,” he told Pascale.

			The girl at Kenta’s side dropped to the floor next to Pascale and reached out to hug her.

			“I’ve been wanting to come over, but wasn’t sure if it would be okay,” she said. “My heart was nearly breaking for you!”

			Karuna’s words and kind gesture went straight to Pascale’s heart. She felt an immediate kinship with these two young people who had reached out to her with such genuine caring. With Karuna on one side and Kenta on the other, Pascale felt a little less alone, and not nearly so worried. 

			In no time the three were conversing as comfortably as if they had been friends for ages. Pascale had just finished describing her fearful days at sea when the sound of a thump on the Elders’ platform got their attention.

			“It seems Elder Star has dropped something,” Kenta whispered.

			“Which one is Elder Star?” Pascale asked.

			“The one feeling about the floor,” Kenta said. “His eyesight is poor so he relies on touch a good deal.”

			“Elder Star loves to bang on the table with his wooden hammer,” Karuna added. “Oh, look, that’s what he dropped — see, he’s got it back now.”

			“It’s actually called a gavel,” Kenta said. “And it’s true he enjoys making good use of it.”

			“The one on the cushions doesn’t appear to be in very good humor either,” Pascale commented. 

			“That’s Elder Moon,” Karuna said. “See how he keeps sneaking looks at the Legend Keeper? I bet he’s cross that she’s still in his chair.”

			“She might be there for a while,” Kenta said with a grin. “See how her head is slumped forward — I think she’s fallen asleep.”

			“Poor Elder Moon,” Karuna said, although her voice betrayed more amusement than sympathy.

			“The other Elder, then, he’s called Elder Sun?” Pascale said. “He doesn’t say much, does he?”

			“No, but he pays attention the most,” Kenta said. “And the Authority of Trust says that wisdom comes from listening and observing.”

			“I guess I will never be wise, then,” Karuna said with a grin. “Mother says I am a hopeless chatterbox.”

			She lifted her hand and fanned her face idly as she spoke, for the meeting room was becoming stiflingly hot.

			While the others were accustomed to that sort of oppressive heat, Pascale had never experienced it before. Her head was growing dizzy and, even worse, her stomach had begun to protest. Although she had been careful not to eat too much, it was becoming clear it was still more than she could handle after so many days of hunger. As the churning grew stronger, she rose unsteadily and turned to her new friends.

			“I think I’m going to be sick!”

			“Quick!” said Karuna, taking her hand and tugging her toward the door. 

			Kenta hung back. He watched the girls hurry outside and then approached the Elders to explain what was happening.

			“The girl, Pascale, was not feeling well so Karuna has taken her outside.”

			“When will she be back?” asked Elder Moon.

			“I’m not certain,” Kenta replied. “But I don’t think it will be long.”

			Even so, when some minutes had passed and the girls had not returned, the Elders sent Kenta to investigate the delay. He strolled outside confident he would find them nearby, huddled together chattering away, but there was no sign of either girl. Twice, Kenta circled the Place of Matters gently calling their names and still his search brought no result.

			While Kenta looked for Pascale and Karuna, a number of villagers began to trail out of the meeting hall. Of course, everyone wanted to know what was taking place with the stranger, but remaining there while matters moved forward so slowly had begun to seem pointless. Whatever took place, news of it would travel through the village in short order.

			The mystery of where the girls had gone was really no mystery at all. Within a moment of exiting the Place of Matters, Pascale had indeed been sick. And, as sometimes happens, her clothing did not escape the event. 

			“Oh!” she lamented to Karuna. “I was already filthy! And now look!”

			Karuna could not argue. Before her was a very grubby girl in very grubby clothes. 

			“You are a sight,” she agreed, which, even in her despair, made Pascale laugh.

			“Come with me,” Karuna said briskly. 

			She took Pascale’s hand again, and this time she led her to a hill where several wooden rain catchers had been erected among thick bushes. It was not difficult to tell that these were outdoor showers.

			Karuna nudged her toward one, saying, “You’ll find soap under the coconut cap — never mind your clothes, they can be cleaned later. My house is not far — I’ll bring you something fresh to wear.”

			Pascale stepped through a narrow opening in the bushes and positioned herself beneath one of the towers. To the side was a rough wooden shelf, on which she saw a half coconut shell turned upside down. When she lifted it, there indeed was a lump of soap. 

			A rope dangled in the middle of the contraption and Pascale gave it a timid tug. As she did so, a panel in the tank above her slid sideways, allowing water to trickle down like a gentle rainfall. She tilted her head back to enjoy the soft drops on her face before getting down to the task at hand.

			It was glorious to rub the soap on her skin and through her hair, and to feel the lovely, refreshing water rinse away the accumulated salt and sweat and grime from her travels. Her skin tingled with pleasure and when she had finished showering, the warm air quickly dried everything except her hair.

			Pascale had squeezed as much water as she could from her long locks and was trying to get some of the tangles out with her fingers when Karuna returned. As promised, she had brought fresh things — a skirt and a sleeveless top. They felt airy and light and ever so wonderful.

			Gathering her soiled clothing and tucking it into a sack Karuna had also brought, Pascale murmured a sigh of pleasure. 

			“Thank you so much,” she told Karuna. “Now if I could just tame this mess of hair, I might feel human again.”

			Karuna smiled and drew a tiny clay bottle with a stopper from her pocket. “That will never behave without some oil,” she said, pouring some into the palm of one hand. She rubbed her hands together and began to massage it into Pascale’s hair, which sent Inch running for a safe spot on her arm. 

			As Karuna worked the oil through, the tangles began to loosen and fall apart. When she had finished with that, she produced a hand-carved comb with widely spaced teeth. Combing deftly, she had the tangles out in no time.

			“Now,” she said brightly, “we’d best be getting back before they send the whole village after us.”

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER NINE
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			The Tree of Sorrows

			The girls’ walk back to the meeting place was quite different than the dash away from it had been. Feeling fresh, and as relaxed as she’d been in some days, Pascale was able to enjoy the sights and sounds surrounding her. She was especially charmed by the birds, who seemed to have nothing better to do than chirp and trill endlessly. Their songs filled the air with tweets and warbles and other cheery sounds.

			Back at the Place of Matters, Elder Sun rose stiffly from his seat when the two girls finally made their way back inside. He lifted a hand to let the thinning crowd know he was about to speak.

			“I have been pondering the matter of where our guest might stay while she is with us,” he told them. “I believe the widow Wintercreek’s home would be the ideal place.”

			The Place of Matters suddenly grew silent. It was as though a heavy blanket had fallen, muffling even the small background sounds that usually linger no matter how quiet a room is.

			The strange reaction made Pascale uneasy and as the silence grew, a tremble of alarm fluttered inside her.

			It was a full moment, maybe even two, before anyone spoke.

			“Surely there’s a better choice than … that,” said Karuna’s mother, Mrs. Cloudwater.

			Elder Star stirred himself from growing drowsiness to say, “Indeed!”

			“Perhaps,” said Elder Sun. “But young Pascale may well benefit from lodging that offers privacy and the opportunity for reflection. Mrs. Wintercreek’s home has both.”

			“But, the —” Mrs. Cloudwater began. She hesitated, glancing around before saying what almost everyone there was thinking. “The tree.”

			“Yes, the tree,” others murmured.

			“What tree?” Pascale asked, confused that talk of a widow woman’s home had taken such a peculiar turn.

			“There is an unusual tree there,” Elder Sun said. He spoke directly to the girl. “Over the years, it has warned us of misfortune and this has caused the people of TeJÉ to fear it.”

			“Mrs. Wintercreek’s house is under its branches,” Mrs. Cloudwater said. “That could be a very unlucky choice, if it turns out this girl is the Long Awaited.”

			Murmurs of agreement flitted through the room. These sounds began to swell and grow. Elder Sun lifted his hand again and once more the voices were stilled. But before he could speak, another voice rose.

			“It is called the Tree of Sorrows!” Elder Moon warbled ominously. He looked quite satisfied with himself for this contribution to the discussion and settled back on his perch of cushions.

			“But someone lives there — this Mrs. Wintercreek,” Pascale said. “Isn’t she worried about the tree?”

			“Not in the least,” Elder Sun answered. 

			“Mrs. Wintercreek is blind,” huffed Mrs. Cloudwater. “She can’t see the tree’s messages like the rest of us can.”

			All through the room heads nodded in agreement. But Pascale had never been superstitious, and she very much doubted that a tree could be bad luck. Besides, she could not allow herself to believe she would be there for very long. Surely help would come for her soon. 

			And really! An unlucky tree? One that gave out ominous messages? As she pondered the idea, it seemed more and more unlikely. It had to be nonsense!

			Didn’t it?

			Pascale took a long, slow breath and gathered her courage. The peaceful arrangement Elder Sun had described appealed to her greatly, especially when she considered the option of being in crowded quarters with prying eyes.

			“I believe I would like to stay with Mrs. Wintercreek, if she will have me,” she said. 

			This announcement was met by immediate disapproval. Murmurs surrounded Pascale and woke the sleeping beetle, Inch, who poked his little black face out from his resting place as though to ask what was up.

			The objections faded as the crowd remembered their visitor could turn out to be the Long Awaited. If such a thing proved to be the case, it would not do to have argued with the girl. And so, Kenta Morningbay was dispatched to make inquiries of Mrs. Wintercreek. He soon returned with the news that she had agreed, quite gladly in fact, to have the girl stay with her. 

			“We will be happy to take Pascale there,” Karuna said, motioning to herself and Kenta. And they would have done that without delay, except for the noisy arrival just then of Xander the Lookout.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER TEN
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			Of Things Not Seen

			“Hear ye! Hear ye!” Xander called out as he entered the Place of Matters. He strode toward the Elders’ platform and stepped up without asking permission. This was against the writings in the Authority of Trust, but because they were all curious to know what he was going to say, no one bothered to remind him.

			Xander smiled. It was a proud smile, for this was his big moment. His chest expanded with the grandness of it. 

			“I have made a great discovery!” he announced in a voice that boomed throughout the room. 

			“Someone has come for me!” Pascale cried. 

			“No, no, nothing like that,” Xander replied with a wave of dismissal.

			The hopeful smile that had lit up Pascale’s face crumbled. Karuna saw this and promptly reached out to comfort her new friend with a gentle hug.

			“It is a most amazing, most astonishing thing!” Xander continued, oblivious to Pascale’s sadness or, for that matter, to anything other than the grand news he was about to deliver.

			“You found the boat?” asked several villagers. 

			“Not the boat,” he said, “but … I found a hole where it sat in the water!”

			“What nonsense is this?” asked Elder Star. “What do you mean, a hole — in the water?”

			Xander was not a gifted speaker. He was inclined to leave sentences unfinished and to trip over words as they lurched out of his mouth. All the same, he tried.

			“The boat may have been there. It is not there now, but it appears, that is, something shaped like a boat left behind — or somehow caused — a dent, or a boat-shaped smoothness which makes me think —” He paused then, and fell silent, hoping he had explained himself sufficiently, which he had not.

			The villagers and the Elders had been listening to his tongue-tied rambling impatiently. 

			“Do you have any idea what he’s saying?” Elder Star asked Elder Moon after a moment.

			“None whatever,” Elder Moon said. He frowned to show his displeasure.

			“Young Xander,” said Elder Sun, “perhaps other eyes can help. Would you like to take a few others with you to see your discovery?”

			“Of course!” Xander said eagerly.

			A flash of panic swept over Pascale. She felt certain they would ask her to go along and, while refusing seemed out of the question, her exhaustion was growing greater by the moment. Just the thought of walking any distance made her want to weep.

			“Please, no,” she whispered, and although her voice could not possibly have carried past her own ears, Elder Moon’s next remarks seemed to grant her wish.

			“Volunteers, step forward!” he said. 

			On TeJÉ, volunteers had not actually volunteered for anything. Rather, on the morning after every new moon the names of two able-bodied villagers were drawn and assigned to act in that capacity until the lunar cycle was complete.

			The volunteers on this date happened to be Mr. Oceansong and Mr. Cloudwater, and as such they were required to accompany Xander. Neither man objected, although both were certain they were being sent on a fool’s errand.

			This trio had barely stepped outside when Oralee Oceansong spied them and asked her father where they were going.

			“The Lookout has something for us to see,” Mr. Oceansong answered.

			“I’m taking them to see a hole in the water,” Xander declared importantly.

			Because Oralee was only four, this did not seem impossible to her. It did not sound very interesting either, but the beach was an excellent place to look for pretty stones.

			“Can I come too, Papa?” she asked. 

			“Yes, of course,” Mr. Oceansong said. He had very little practice at refusing Oralee anything. 

			Oralee’s presence did not speed their progress. She ambled along, wandered off the path, and generally caused delays, but at last they reached the place in question. 

			“There!” Xander cried, pointing. “You see! There it is!”

			It may have been that the angle the others were looking from was not quite right, or perhaps the sun was in their eyes, but neither volunteer saw the unusual dip in the water.

			Xander did his best to direct them while the men squinted and shielded their eyes, all to no avail. 

			It was Oralee, looking up from her search for stones, who spied the oddity without the slightest effort. 

			“I see it,” she said, but her voice was soft and the wind carried it away.

			“There doesn’t seem to be anything there, lad,” said Mr. Oceansong as Xander grew increasingly frustrated. 

			“Perhaps your eyes have been deceived by some trick of the light,” Mr. Cloudwater suggested. 

			“No! You can’t be looking at the right place,” Xander cried. “It’s right there!”

			With that he picked up a rock from the shore and threw it toward the water. It rose in an arc and landed perfectly in the exact spot he’d aimed at. 

			“See!” he shouted triumphantly. 

			But Xander’s joy was short-lived for the stone had broken the surface tension and in a matter of seconds, water rushed into the peculiar dip.

			“It’s gone!” the boy howled. “But it was there. It really was!”

			“All right now, lad,” Mr. Oceansong said kindly. “We’ll have another look if it ever comes back.”

			At that, the volunteers left. Only Xander remained behind, staring forlornly over the vast water.

			The young Lookout was not the only one feeling the weight of discouragement, which can be a heavy burden indeed. Wending her way along the worn footpaths of the village, Pascale struggled to keep up with her new friends. Karuna and Kenta moved with sure, light steps on the trails that they had taken their whole lives.

			Even though it had been no more than a few minutes since they’d left the Place of Matters, Pascale felt as if she had been walking for hours. Her legs were numbed by the general fatigue that had taken over her. She worried they would give out at any second and send her pitching face-first to the ground.

			Tears stung her eyes, and yet she forced herself to smile or nod whenever Karuna turned toward her, chatting brightly about the plants and wildlife that surrounded them. 

			It seemed they would never reach Mrs. Wintercreek’s home — and then, suddenly, her escorts stopped.

			At last, we are here! Pascale thought, but in fact the pair had paused to quench their thirst at a spring. 

			“Here!” Karuna beckoned her, pointing toward the water that bubbled up from a smooth break in the ground. “Kneel down and have a drink.”

			Pascale sank gratefully to her knees and leaned forward until her lips touched the sparkling stream. She drank slowly, savoring the cold, invigorating water. It soothed her throat and restored her spirit so that when she had finished, she felt refreshed enough to continue on.

			The group had not gone very much further when Kenta and Karuna turned from the path again. And this time, they were indeed at their destination.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN
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			Pascale Ponders

			Mrs. Wintercreek’s home, which the three young people now stood facing, was on the west side of the village. It was nestled in a clearing, surrounded by a variety of bushes, some laden with berries, others bursting with flowers in bright yellows, purples, reds, and blues.

			In the center of the yard stood a little brown house. It was short and fat and would have appeared entirely unremarkable except that it seemed to be smiling, as sometimes happens when windows and doors are placed just so. The straw roof rather resembled a jaunty hat, which tipped slightly to one side, giving the impression that it may slide off at any moment. 

			“Oh my!” said Pascale in surprise. “This house is charming!”

			After hearing the talk at the meeting hall, she had imagined a dark, gloomy home in the shadow of a terrible tree. What stood before her was nothing like that. The Wintercreek house radiated warmth and friendliness, while the enormous tree behind it seemed to stretch its branches out like a grand, green umbrella. If anything, it appeared to be protecting the dwelling beneath it.

			As her eyes took in these details, the front door swung outward and a woman stepped into the opening.

			“Hello?” she said.

			Pascale knew at once that this must be Mrs. Wintercreek. The woman’s eyes stared vacantly ahead and were a dull gray. The color reminded Pascale of the stone wall that surrounded the home she had lived in her whole life. Until now.

			The thought of home made her throat tighten and Pascale had to swallow hard several times as greetings were exchanged.

			“Well, come in, come in,” Mrs. Wintercreek said. “Let’s get you settled.”

			Kenta and Karuna, having recognized Pascale’s exhaustion, stayed only a few moments before leaving.

			“Rest up and try not to worry,” Kenta told her with a kindly pat on the hand. 

			“Everything will be all right. You’ll see,” Karuna promised. 

			And then the two were off, leaving Pascale in the care of her new hostess. Mrs. Wintercreek showed her around, pointing at this and that as deftly as if she could see.

			The inside of the house was sparsely furnished — an open room with a kitchen to the left and several wide wicker chairs to the right. There were two smaller rooms off the main one and it was to one of these Pascale was shown. It boasted nothing but a narrow bed, some empty shelves, and an overturned basket that served as a nightstand.

			Pascale’s eyes turned longingly to the bed, which looked wonderful. The day still had several hours of sun, but her weakened condition from days without food, and the relief of knowing she was at last safe, left her more thoroughly exhausted than she could ever remember being before.

			It was on her lips to ask if she might lie down for a bit, but she saw that Mrs. Wintercreek was hovering in the doorway, hands clasped and an eager smile on her lips.

			“I’ve made some tea,” said Mrs. Wintercreek. “Would you like some?”

			“That would be very nice,” Pascale said. She stifled a yawn and forced her weary legs to follow Mrs. Wintercreek out to the table where an earthen pot and two mugs waited. Beside them sat a small plate piled with bite-sized cakes and banana slices. 

			Steam rose from the teapot’s spout and the aroma drifted to Pascale. It was heavenly — spicy and warm and inviting. It must have appealed to Inch as well, for the beetle darted out from his resting place. He ran down her arm and onto the table where he stood looking about.

			“Oh, Inch!” said Pascale. “We mustn’t forget our manners!”

			Mrs. Wintercreek looked puzzled. 

			“Inch?” she said.

			“I have a pet. Uh, that is, a pet beetle,” Pascale admitted, nibbling on a piece of banana. She did not mention that Inch was now standing on his back legs, staring at the plate of sweets.

			But Mrs. Wintercreek seemed entirely unperturbed by this news. In fact, she reached over, pinched the corner off one of the tiny cakes, and crushed the morsel into crumbs on the table.

			“That should be enough to fill up your little friend,” she said. 

			And there was something — although she could never have said exactly what — in that gesture that reminded Pascale of her mother.

			As she lifted the mug to her mouth and sipped, Pascale felt tears welling up and spilling out of her eyes.

			They were rather overdue.

			From the moment she had awakened in the boat that brought her to TeJÉ, Pascale had done her best to push away all thoughts except those fixed on survival. Day after day, as the boat bobbed and drifted on the waves, she had struggled to keep from thinking about her family. To do so could only weaken her further, and she was already failing quickly, with nothing to eat and only occasional rainwater to drink.

			Even when, barely conscious, she had felt the thud of the boat hitting the island’s shore, Pascale had barely had the energy to believe things might turn out all right. It was not until she stumbled upon the little village and made her way to Mrs. Riverstone’s door that a spark of hope had flickered to life.

			But now! Now that the danger of perishing was past, thoughts she had held at bay were rushing over her like the mighty waves that had carried her there.

			Would she ever see her family again — feel her mother’s velvet kiss on her brow, or her father’s beard tickling her cheek? Would she ever again enjoy carefree hours of play with a friend? Sit at the table, laden with familiar foods, or snuggle under warm blankets in her very own bed?

			Or was it all lost forever — everyone and everything she held dear?

			The image crept into her mind of her mom and dad, weeping with the heartache that she was missing — that she may be gone from them forever. Was her family already despairing of ever seeing her again?

			Tears slid from Pascale’s eyes. But although her chest was aching, she managed to sit silently as they fell, holding her chin up and her hands still as they curled around the mug of tea. The sorrow that had broken free inside her was hers alone. She held it tight and made not a sound as her young heart broke.

			Which is why she was surprised by what Mrs. Wintercreek said next.

			“There’s no shame in crying, my girl. None.”

			Pascale took several slow, deep breaths before she was able to speak. 

			“But, how did you know?” she asked. Her voice was barely a whisper.

			“One need not see something to feel it,” Mrs. Wintercreek answered. 

			Pascale had heard of such things — how the other senses became heightened to make up for one that did not work. 

			“How astonishing,” she said. “It’s just as though you were able to see me.”

			Mrs. Wintercreek smiled. “In a way,” she said. “Although, as I recall from my childhood, not everything your eyes tell you is true.”

			“You weren’t always blind?” Pascale asked.

			“I saw as well as the next person … until my fourteenth summer,” said Mrs. Wintercreek.

			Pascale waited silently, hoping her hostess would tell her what had caused her blindness. It seemed impolite to press for details so she did not ask, and to her disappointment, Mrs. Wintercreek said nothing further on the subject.

			When their tea was finished and the table had been cleared away, Mrs. Wintercreek surprised Pascale for the second time.

			“I believe you’d like to lie down for a bit. Perhaps take a nap. Am I right?”

			“Oh my, yes!” Pascale said. “I know bedtime is many hours away, but I am wearier than I have ever been!”

			And so off to bed she went. Sleep stole over her almost as soon as her head hit the pillow, even though it was rough and lumpy. And in one of the dimples that dotted that pillow, little Inch, his bug belly full of cake, snuggled down and rested too.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE
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			An Invitation

			Pascale slept and slept. Suppertime came and went. Dusk spread its purple-gray haze over the island. Darkness fell. The hush of night settled on the village and her slumbers were covered by a star-sprinkled blanket.

			It wasn’t until nearly noon the next day when the sun’s bright yellow rays danced on her eyelids that she stirred, yawned, and slid lazily from under the covers. She stretched, looking around and gathering her bearings.

			Mrs. Wintercreek’s face appeared in the bedroom doorway almost at once.

			“Good morning! I expect you’ll want to visit the relief,” she said. “There are leaves in there that you may use now. You can gather more whenever you’re out and about.”

			As the jumble of words slowly sorted themselves out in Pascale’s brain, she grasped that Mrs. Wintercreek was talking about the bathroom.

			She was correct, but what Mrs. Wintercreek had referred to as “the relief” was nothing like any bathroom Pascale had ever seen before. It was a small, round building situated a short walk from the house. Instead of windows, there were long, horizontal openings just below the roof, designed to let in air and light.

			The tiny structure looked rather cute from the outside, but when Pascale stepped inside, well that was another story. The wisps of light and fresh air that managed to creep in could not begin to combat the haze or unpleasant smell that hovered in the little building. She wrinkled her nose and tried to be as quick as possible. 

			When she returned to the house, a basin of warm water was waiting for her to wash up in. After that, she sat down at the table and blinked in surprise to see a familiar little form fast asleep atop the sugar bowl lid.

			“Inch!” she said.

			“Your little friend had his breakfast earlier,” Mrs. Wintercreek said. “He let me know he was here by running across my hand.”

			With that, she placed a steaming mug of tea and a bowl with chunks of fried pineapple and plump stewed dates in front of Pascale. 

			“I hope he didn’t startle you,” Pascale said, although she was secretly pleased at her small companion’s cleverness. “And this looks wonderful! Thank you so much.”

			The fruit was topped with a sprinkling of spices and roasted seeds. It was just as delicious as it looked. Pascale ate cautiously, although she felt she could have gobbled down every morsel.

			She had learned her lesson the day before!

			A refreshing night’s sleep and a full tummy had been exactly what Pascale needed. The fears and worries of the day before did not seem nearly as large or frightening. In fact, a flame of hope was freshly kindled in her heart.

			Surely her parents had sent someone to search for her. Help would come — it must! She would simply have to be patient.

			Thus heartened, Pascale carried her plate and cup to the counter and shyly asked her hostess if she could help with any of the chores.

			“Thank you, but not today,” Mrs. Wintercreek said just as a knock came at the door. “Who’s there?” she asked, turning her head toward the sound.

			“Ling Cloudwater.”

			“Come in,” Mrs. Wintercreek said.

			The door crept open slowly and a small boy peeked in through the opening.

			“Karuna sent me,” he said in a voice that was surprisingly loud for the size of its owner. He stepped inside, lifted his arm, and thrust what looked like a pale yellow flag into view.

			“This is for you,” he told Pascale. “Ma sewed it last night.”

			Pascale saw that what the boy was holding was an article of clothing. She stepped forward and took it, squatting down to speak directly to him. 

			“Please tell your mother thank you very much,” she said. As she unfolded the cloth, she saw that it was a simple summer dress, very close to the color of buttercups. “It’s awfully pretty. And thank you for bringing it to me.”

			“You’re welcome,” Ling said. 

			“Those things are for you also,” said Mrs. Wintercreek, waving toward a squat bamboo chair near the door. “Folks have been stopping by all morning.”

			Pascale’s eyes widened as they took in the stack of clothing neatly piled on the chair. The sudden windfall of garments was most welcome.

			“Okay, goodbye,” Ling said, but then he paused, remembering instructions he’d been given. “Karuna said you should come to Lessons.”

			“Is that like school?” Pascale asked.

			“I don’t know,” Ling said. “I don’t know what school is.”

			“It’s a place for learning math and history and language arts and science and so forth,” Pascale explained.

			Ling shook his head. “We learn different things than that in Lessons,” he said. 

			“Well, I would love to come,” Pascale told him. “Are you going there now?”

			“No. I only have Lessons in the morning. But I can take you.”

			Ling waited while Pascale carried the stack of clothing to her room. It was impossible to resist taking a quick look through the lot, which included another dress, shorts and tops, skirts, and undergarments. She was tempted to slip out of the clothes Karuna had loaned her the day before, but feared the girl may be hurt if she did, so she kept them on and rejoined Ling.

			The walk to Lessons took about ten minutes.

			“I’m not sure I’ll be able to find my way back to Mrs. Wintercreek’s house,” Pascale said as she crouched forward and followed Ling through an opening in a thicket of flowering bushes. “The path isn’t very clear.”

			“This is not the path,” Ling said, grinning up at her. “It’s a shortcut. But don’t worry. Karuna will show you the way back.”

			And then, just past a short hill topped by a heap of large rocks, Pascale found herself facing a gathering of children of varying ages.

			She’d been expecting to be taken to a typical sort of classroom, but found herself looking out over a wide-open field.

			An outdoor school! Just the thought made Pascale smile.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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			A Field of Learning

			As they drew closer, Pascale saw that the field was divided into four rectangular sections. Each of these was outlined by paths of bare earth worn down by countless footsteps. No desks or chairs, no actual room in a closed-in structure of any kind. Just open space with the sounds of nature all around. What a strange and pleasant setting for a school.

			Ling led the way through a path that ran down the center of the field. Pascale glanced from left to right as she followed her small guide, taking note of the sights that greeted her on either side.

			To her right was a large garden with neat rows of plants. Some were familiar to Pascale from the annual patch of vegetables her family grew in the back corner of their yard. Trailing along behind Ling, she identified carrots and beans, tomatoes and chives. There were many others she did not recognize, which made her curious. So much about the island had already proved to be unusual. It seemed quite likely strange and exotic things grew there too.

			In the field to her left, she observed what appeared to be some sort of open workshop. There were crude tables and tools, clearly set up as work stations. Nearby were projects in various stages of completion. Some were constructed from wood — chairs and stools, boxes and frames; some were earthenware, mostly cups and plates, while an assortment of hats and mats and baskets were woven from straw.

			At the center of the field the central path was crossed by one running perpendicular. This created a division between the sections they had just passed and the two still ahead. It was in the one on Pascale’s right that the children were gathered. They were seated on the ground in several rows of half circles, facing a young woman Pascale took to be the teacher.

			In this assumption, Pascale was correct. Twenty-two-year-old Irina Morningbay was indeed the island’s teacher.

			Irina moved toward Ling and Pascale, extending her hands and offering a friendly smile.

			“Hello and welcome,” she said in a soft, warm voice. She took Pascale’s hand between her own and gave a gentle squeeze. “We’re happy to have you join us for Lessons.”

			“I’m Irina Morningbay,” she added. Then she introduced Pascale to all of the children who were close to her age. Pascale nodded shyly to each one. She was sure she would never remember their names, except for the last two. They would be no challenge at all.

			“You met my brother Kenta and also Karuna Cloudwater yesterday. Karuna is a sister to young Ling, who has brought you here.”

			Was it her imagination, or did the teacher’s glance flicker over the clothes Karuna had given her the day before? It struck Pascale at once that the teacher had recognized them. No doubt everyone did, just as they would recognize the other garments when she wore them, since most of the clothing brought to Mrs. Wintercreek’s home must have come from these children.

			This sensation was new to Pascale, whose family, while not exactly rich, had never wanted for anything. Back at home she would periodically pack things she had grown out of into flowered bags with handles and, later, walk beside her mother as they carried them to a place where such items would be distributed to those who needed them.

			“Always share what you have with others who are less fortunate, my pet,” her mother would say, smoothing Pascale’s hair with her gloved hand. 

			A flush of warmth spread up Pascale’s neck and onto her cheeks as she realized that in this place, she was the one who was less fortunate. It was not a role that felt comfortable to her, even though she understood the garments had been given to her in kindness.

			Why, Pascale thought, I have always had more than I needed and now — how can it be that now — I have nothing?

			Nothing, her heart trembled as the next, far more terrible thought came, and no one!

			And, as if he knew what she was thinking and meant to dispute it, little Inch chose that moment to emerge. He’d been having a most excellent nap, curled up in a thick lock of hair behind Pascale’s ear, but he stretched his twig-like legs and scurried across her cheek and up over her eyebrow. 

			Of course, that tickled. Pascale giggled, instantly cheered. The other children laughed too, delighted by the antics of her tiny black companion and the way her eyes crossed as she looked upward at him.

			Not every child was amused, however. Vimal Riverstone’s face had flushed with annoyance the moment Pascale appeared at the edge of the clearing where Lessons were held. While the others watched the girl’s silly bug, Vimal slipped away and spent the afternoon wandering angrily in the woods.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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			Friends and Foes

			Lessons proved to be ever so enjoyable. Pascale, who had always been an average student, could not help thinking how much fun learning was for the children of TeJÉ.

			For example, Irina spent part of the afternoon teaching them how to design a small storage chest. All of the multiplication, division, addition, and subtraction that had seemed so tedious in Pascale’s school studies suddenly sprang to life as Irina explained how they could figure out the sizes and numbers of wood pieces that were to be crafted into the chest.

			After going over the details, Irina divided the students into groups of three and sent them to the work stations. She wisely partnered Pascale with Karuna and Kenta, and the three young people got busy at once, dividing up the tasks. Pascale applied herself diligently, determined to do her share of the work well.

			To her relief, she found she was able to complete it with no difficulty.

			“Mother told me I would need to know my sums at the market, but I never dreamed I might use them in such a way as this,” she exclaimed delightedly.

			“What is a market?” Kenta asked. 

			“It’s where we buy our food,” Pascale answered. 

			“Buy food?” Karuna repeated, sounding puzzled. 

			Pascale did her best to explain how things worked in her world, but the idea that people would exchange food and other goods for pieces of paper with numbers on them was too strange for her new friends. On TeJÉ, everyone worked together to produce food and clothing and shelter, and everyone shared.

			“I guess it must sound silly to you,” Pascale said at last. “But anyway, this is ever so much fun. What will we be doing in Lessons tomorrow?”

			“We only do Lessons two days each week,” Karuna said. “The other days we find ways to use what we have learned, and work to help the community.”

			“Tomorrow is a day for gathering,” said Kenta. “We will go and forage for foods that grow outside of our gardens. Like fruits and nuts and such. Some of us are going to look for mushrooms, if you want to come along.”

			“I would like that,” Pascale said.

			“I’ll come fetch you in the morning,” he promised.

			“Then the next day is for giving and serving,” Karuna told her. “Our teacher is about to be Solemnly-Merried to Gabor Summersea, so this week, everyone is helping with preparations for their Union Day.”

			Pascale and Karuna lifted their heads as their eyes sought the teacher and bride-to-be. They watched her as she moved from group to group, murmuring advice and encouragement as her students worked. 

			But Kenta groaned. “Please don’t mention that!” he said. “All Irina and Mother talk about from sunrise to sunset is the Union Day.” 

			Karuna laughed softly at the objection, but she said no more on the subject. The three continued working on their project in harmony until the day’s lesson time ended. When it was time to leave, Karuna slipped her arm through Pascale’s. 

			“Come on, I’ll take you to the path leading back to Mrs. Wintercreek’s house. I’m sure Ling dragged you through a maze of bushes when he brought you here.”

			“He did,” Pascale said. “But I didn’t mind.”

			As they began walking, they encountered a young man heading toward the field where Lessons were held. His face had the expression of someone embarked on a very pleasant errand.

			“Good afternoon, girls,” he greeted cheerfully as he passed.

			“Good afternoon,” they chimed in return.

			“That was Gabor Summersea,” Karuna whispered to Pascale a moment later. “He’s the one Irina is going to marry.”

			“Will she still be the teacher?” Pascale asked. “She seems ever so nice.”

			“She is! And yes, she will be the teacher until they are blessed with a baby. Then she will stay home at least until the child is weaned. Oh! Here is where you turn — I almost led you past it!”

			Karuna gave Pascale a quick hug and pointed her to a wide path that led toward Mrs. Wintercreek’s home.

			“It’s just up around the bend a little ways — you’ll have no trouble finding it from here,” she said. “See you tomorrow for gathering!”

			Pascale thanked her and began to walk the way Karuna had pointed her, but she was in no hurry. As she took in the sights around her, she decided to do a little exploring instead of returning at once to Mrs. Wintercreek’s home.

			She knew she may very easily lose her way, but the Elders had assured her she would be welcome wherever she wished to go and that she could knock on any door and ask for help if she needed to.

			It had been a good day, and Pascale’s heart was lighter than it had been in some time. 

			But as she walked something happened. A worry crept in and then another and another until the happy and hopeful thoughts she had spent the day gathering were all but smothered.

			What if the ship she had been on never made it to land? Pascale could not bear to think of what that would have meant to her aunt and uncle and cousins and so she pushed the thought firmly away. But she could not rid herself of the notion that perhaps no one had gotten word to her family. How would they even know she had survived? Perhaps there would be no search party at all. 

			It may be that she was doomed to spend the rest of her days on this peculiar island. Pascale felt her heart sink lower than it had done even on the worst days alone in the boat. 

			She had to face the terrible possibility that she may never see her mother and father again. Even the thought of it was unbearable. Why, there were already moments when it seemed even one more day away from them was more than she could stand. And yet she knew it could happen that days and weeks and months and years could stretch ahead without her ever being reunited with her family.

			As she made her way along the path, Pascale’s lip trembled and her eyes became dark pools of sorrow. She tried, truly she did, but she could not keep despair from burrowing deeper and deeper into her heart.

			Tears soon spilled over, making wet trails down her cheeks. And this was her countenance as she passed the house she had happened upon when she first wandered into the village. The Riverstone house.

			Pascale was not unobserved as she walked by. From the west side of the house, and hidden by a silvery-white bush, Vimal Riverstone watched. For the smallest part of a second, the boy’s brown eyes softened at the sight of Pascale’s troubled face. But then he squared his chin and put his shoulders back. 

			“Whatever is bothering her, she surely brought it on herself,” he muttered. “Horrid girl!”

			Pascale did not notice Vimal, nor did she hear his unkind remark. If she had, she would have been astounded that someone who had played such a brief and tiny role in her life could be harboring such spite toward her.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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			Kenta Seeks Guidance

			Kenta Morningbay loved his sister, Irina. She was good-natured and kind and never treated him as a nuisance or made him feel that she did not want him around when she had friends visiting. If he asked for her help, she gave it, and when it was her turn to cook, she often made his favorite meal of roasted cashew salad, even though she was not particularly fond of it herself.

			Besides all of that, Kenta knew everyone at Lessons thought she was a wonderful teacher, which made him proud. And he was happy she was going to marry Gabor Summersea, who was a very fine fellow.

			Even so, he had only been partly joking when he’d told Karuna he couldn’t stand to hear another word about the upcoming Union Day. 

			It wasn’t the usual type of wedding talk making him feel that way — not the happy, excited chatter about flowers and food and so on. No, Kenta had been listening for weeks to an ongoing disagreement between his sister and their mother. And it was all over a dress!

			Irina was a modern young woman — at least, as modern as one could be on an island where time seemed to be standing still. As a bride-to-be she should have been filled with happiness anticipating her Union Day, but the unresolved squabble with her mother was threatening to ruin everything. Mrs. Morningbay was stubbornly insisting Irina should follow tradition and wear the village Union Gown.

			Yes, the village gown! Many, many years before, a single dress had been made for brides. It was a cleverly constructed garment that could be adapted for any size by the use of folds and ties and clasps. The Union Gown was ornate and still beautiful despite its age. 

			But recently, some of the island brides had chosen not to wear the traditional gown, and had instead made dresses of their own design for their Union Days.

			That is what Irina also wished to do. The problem was this — her mother favored the village Union Gown.

			“I will make a dress in secret,” Irina had confided to Kenta one day, “and when I show it to Mother, she will see things differently.”

			Irina worked very hard making her dress. She dyed her fabric soft shades of blue and yellow, and assembled it to achieve the look of flowers dancing and waving against a summer sky. It was beautiful, and Irina had been sure the lovely gown would be enough to change Mrs. Morningbay’s mind.

			It was not.

			“I have been looking forward to the day you would wear the same gown I wore as a young bride,” Mrs. Morningbay lamented. “How can you take that from me?”

			They both ended up in tears. Neither appeared willing to give in to the other’s wishes.

			Kenta had watched and listened and some days it seemed as though his mother and sister did nothing more than take turns coaxing and crying from morning until bedtime. It made his heart heavy and he wished there was a way he could help resolve the matter.

			Finally, with the Union Day getting closer and closer, he decided something simply had to be done. Exactly what that something might be, he did not know, which is why he made up his mind to seek help. 

			That week’s End Day provided him with the perfect opportunity, since there were no lessons to attend and no community work to do. Free to spend the day however he wished, Kenta made his way to the Place of Matters in order to seek an audience with the Elders.

			The Elders were awake when he arrived, nibbling on chunks of fruit and warm fig tarts that had been brought in for their morning snack.

			“Now where did I put my napkin?” Elder Star grumbled. “Did one of you take it?”

			“Who’d want it after you used it to mop crumbs and berry juice off your chin?” Elder Moon said with a chuckle. “But in any case, it’s on the floor by your foot. No, no, the other one!”

			Elder Star pawed about without success, muttering and growing crankier each time his fingers touched the floor without locating his napkin. Once, he grabbed his own foot, which made the other Elders laugh and did nothing to improve his mood.

			“Here then, let me help,” Elder Sun said. He leaned down and lifted the cloth into Elder Star’s groping hand. 

			Thus engaged in the important matter of retrieving this napkin, the Elders did not notice Kenta, who had been approaching slowly. It wasn’t until he cleared his throat that they turned creakily toward him.

			“Who’s there?” asked Elder Star, squinting as he often did, although it did nothing to improve his vision.

			“Kenta. Kenta Morningstar,” the boy answered. “I’ve come to seek your guidance.”

			The Elders nodded solemnly to show him he had their attention.

			And so he told them of the situation, and how earnestly he longed for things to be settled between the two women in his home before the Union Day.

			When Kenta had finished speaking, two of the Elders were immediately ready with advice.

			“They can pull leaves from a frond,” said Elder Star. Elder Star often made this suggestion. Whoever drew the shorter of several leaves, all of which were hidden from sight, was required to let the other person have their way.

			“Or toss an oyster shell,” offered Elder Moon. This worked much like a coin flip, and was Elder Moon’s favorite solution in such situations.

			After several moments Elder Sun, who had taken the time to ponder the matter, proposed something quite different, something that did not leave the matter entirely to chance. Kenta thought Elder Sun’s idea was clever and very likely to work. He made up his mind at once that it was the one he would employ.

			But before he could proceed, he needed to find Pascale.
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			A Choice Is Made

			The same morning that Kenta visited the Elders, Pascale had wakened from a dream where she and her father were planting flowers in the garden that nestled along the side of their home. It had been a particularly vivid dream, one where she could feel the warm sun on her face and smell the freshly turned earth and the familiar chypre scent of her father’s cologne.

			Her heart ached when reality pushed away those pleasant moments of slumber. For a while, her disappointment was so great she could do nothing more than lie there while tears prickled her eyes. Sadness lay on her like a heavy blanket.

			At last, more from the urging of her bladder than from any desire to rise and face the day, she slipped out of bed and made her way to the outbuilding known as the relief. When she had finished there and was washed and dressed, she and Inch joined Mrs. Wintercreek, who was sitting at the kitchen table.

			“What color is the sky this morning, child?” Mrs. Wintercreek asked suddenly as Pascale began to eat the breakfast waiting there for her.

			“The sky?” Pascale said. “I’m not sure. Why?”

			“It’s a long time since I saw the sky,” said Mrs. Wintercreek quietly. “But I remember how it changed with seasons and weather. I remember its blues and grays, the silvers and whites of clouds, and the reds and golds when the day began and when it ended.” 

			Her words were still running through Pascale’s thoughts a little later as she meandered along the path leading toward the middle of the village. No plans had been made for the day, but she hoped to encounter one of her new friends. Pausing at the top of a slight incline, she lifted her chin and looked out on the sky’s enormous canvas of vivid blue. Along the horizon a cluster of gray-bellied clouds huddled undecidedly.

			A common, everyday sight, and yet so very splendid.

			Mrs. Wintercreek would never see the sky again.

			I must remember, Pascale said to herself, to be more mindful of what I have and not what I am missing. 

			She remained there for a short time, her eyes fixed on the simple loveliness of the sky, and her heart was stilled by that moment of understanding. It reminded her of something her mother had often said.

			“No one can be happy until they first learn to be grateful.”

			There were things to be grateful for, she knew, but could she ever be truly happy when everyone and everything she loved may be lost to her? 

			As she stood, pondering these very large questions, she saw Kenta approaching. He had just left the Place of Matters and his audience with the Elders.

			“Pascale,” he called as he drew near. “Good morning!”

			Pascale returned the greeting.

			“I was hoping to find you,” he said. “Do you mind if I join you on your walk?”

			“I would like that,” she said sincerely, and they began a leisurely stroll side by side.

			“Would you care for an orange?” Kenta asked a moment later as they passed under a tree laden with heavy globes of the delicious fruit. “I’ll climb up and get the heaviest one I can find.”

			“Why the heaviest?” Pascale asked.

			“That will be the juiciest,” he explained.

			“Oh. Well, thank you very much, but I’ve just had a large breakfast,” Pascale said. She patted her tummy, which was full of warm, tasty fishcakes.

			Kenta made no reply.

			“If you don’t mind, though,” Pascale added, as perchance her answer had disappointed him, “I would love to have one for a bit later.”

			Kenta looked pleased as he scrambled up the tree and returned with a plump orange. He passed it to her proudly and Pascale held it to her nose, inhaling the lovely citrus aroma before dropping it into the pocket of her shorts. Most items of clothing on the island had generous pockets, which were useful for carrying food items and other things.

			“Is there anywhere particular you want to go today?” Kenta asked as they resumed their walk.

			“Nowhere,” Pascale said. 

			“Then would you mind helping with a small matter at my home?” he ventured. 

			“I’d be glad to help if I can,” Pascale said. “What is it you need?”

			“An opinion,” he said. 

			“An opinion about what?” Pascale asked.

			“You’ll see,” he told her with a grin.

			Pascale was curious, but asked no further questions. Before long the pair had left the main path and taken a narrower one to a cluster of homes near the beach.

			One of these, a wide, gray-brown house bordered by tall, purple flowers, proved to be their destination. Pascale made her way inside with Kenta. Although there was no one else in sight, voices could be heard from another room.

			“Mother! Irina!” Kenta called. “I have brought a special guest!”

			Irina hurried into the room first. She stopped when she saw that it was Pascale her brother had brought home. For the briefest part of a second a frown touched her brow, but she corrected this at once and smiled warmly.

			“Welcome! We are delighted to have you in our home!” she said, moving closer and giving Pascale’s hand a friendly squeeze.

			Pascale smiled back even as she wondered why Irina had seemed displeased, if only for a second. She had not missed the flash of alarm on Irina’s face and that struck her as odd.

			Pascale’s instincts were absolutely correct. On any other day Irina would have been genuinely pleased to have her there. But, not this day! 

			“What a lovely surprise!” said Mrs. Morningbay, hurrying forward to greet the unexpected guest. She hesitated and then gave a slight curtsey.

			Pascale, unsure of what to do, curtsied back.

			“Good news!” Kenta said. “I brought Pascale to help settle your quarrel.” 

			Mrs. Morningbay’s eyes widened and her face flushed.

			“My son is making a joke,” she hastened to say. “We do not have quarrels on TeJÉ.”

			“Should I have called it a disagreement then?” Kenta asked innocently.

			Irina and her mother exchanged a look. 

			“There is no disagreement,” Irina said after a pause. 

			“None at all,” agreed her mother. The two beamed lovingly at each other as if to prove this was true.

			Kenta hid a smile of his own. Elder Sun had predicted just such a reaction from the women. After all, it was possible Pascale was the Long Awaited. If so, it was ever so important that she be shown nothing but harmony and cooperation among the people of TeJÉ. 

			This was perhaps the most important rule on the island. From a very young age, every islander was required to commit to memory these lines from the Authority of Trust:

			“If the stranger finds peace and unity, the island will be blessed with happiness. But if the stranger finds conflict and strife, TeJÉ will be cursed with misery.”

			Pascale had heard the Legend Keeper tell the story, but didn’t at all relate it to anything happening in front of her at that moment. If anything, she was puzzled, and trying to sort out the curiosity of the matter. If there was no dispute to be settled, how was she to be helpful?

			Then Kenta spoke.

			“So, you have reached an agreement about the dress?”

			Irina and her mother glanced at each other. Their smiles remained in place, although they were suddenly a little thinner. It was the older woman who lifted her chin and spoke.

			“Irina is the bride,” she said. “She must wear the dress that will bring her happiness — the one she made with her own hands.”

			“Oh, Mother!” Irina cried joyously. “Thank you!”

			Mrs. Morningbay stepped forward and hugged her daughter. 

			Kenta nodded with satisfaction. Elder Sun’s advice had been right — his sister and mother had not dared to risk any evidence of discord in front of Pascale.

			And so, the matter of the dress was settled at last, and there would be no more angry voices or tears about it.

			Pascale saw that Kenta was pleased, but that was not all she observed. Mrs. Morningbay was not entirely able to hide her disappointment over the turn of events that had taken her last hope of seeing her daughter in the traditional Union Gown.

			Something troubles Mrs. Morningbay, Pascale thought.

			This notion was fleeting, however, for just then Irina gave a squeal, took her mother’s hands, and pulled her into the middle of the room where she twirled her about in a lively dance. At the end, she kissed Mrs. Morningbay, first on one cheek and then on the other.

			“You’ve made me so happy,” Irina said. The shine in her eyes confirmed it.

			And thus the matter of the dress was entirely ended. 

			Or so it appeared.
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			Unusual Encounters

			Kenta leaned close to Pascale. 

			“That takes care of that,” he whispered. “Do you want to go to the beach for a walk, or perhaps a swim?”

			“Can we do both?” Pascale said. She had felt the calming effect of the waves gently lapping the shore several times since her arrival on the island, and this drew her to the water.

			The beach was but a few moments’ walk from the Morningbay home. The pair crossed through the yard and had just turned in the direction of the shore when they were met by a young man Pascale had not seen before. It was Zarel Duckpuddle, the Apprentice Healer, and he was walking in a peculiar manner, as though one leg had claimed the energy of both while the other barely supported him.

			“Zarel! Good morning!” Kenta greeted him.

			“I wish I could say it was a good morning,” Zarel replied gloomily. 

			“Problems?” Kenta asked, stealing a sideways glance at Pascale. She did not notice the look, however, as her attention was on Zarel, whose countenance put her in mind of a sad clown she had once seen at a circus.

			“There are shooting pains all through my body,” Zarel lamented. “Besides that, I think I have a fever and —”

			But here the youth stopped, for it had finally registered that the girl beside Kenta was a stranger to him, and must therefore be the visitor to TeJÉ everyone was talking about. He gaped at her for several long seconds.

			“This is Pascale,” Kenta said, breaking the awkward silence. “And Pascale, this is Zarel Duckpuddle. He’s our Apprentice Healer.”

			“How do you do?” Pascale said. 

			“Terrible, in fact,” Zarel said. He took a deep breath, which suggested he was readying his lungs for the task of more longwinded complaints.

			“My mom and dad made bamboo shoot soup yesterday,” Kenta said before the young Healer could say anything else. “Why don’t I get you some?”

			With that, he dashed back into his house, reappearing a moment later carrying a clay bowl with a banana leaf tied securely around the rim. 

			“Mom says this is sure to help,” he said, thrusting the bowl into Zarel’s hands. “It has great healing and restorative powers.”

			Zarel looked at the bowl hopefully. “In that case,” he said, “I’d better get home and get it into me as quickly as possible. I can only hope it will work.”

			Pascale and Kenta watched as the young Healer limped away, clutching the bowl of elixir to his chest.

			“Wasn’t he limping on the other leg a moment ago?” Pascale asked in a whisper.

			“He was,” Kenta agreed, also with his voice hushed. “He imagines he has all of his patients’ ailments. My guess is that he’s just come from seeing old Mr. Rainpatter, who suffers from a bad hip.”

			“It seems a most unfortunate job for him to be training for in that case,” Pascale said. “I wonder why he chose such a profession.”

			“His aunt is the official Healer, and very good at it. She took care of patients until a short time ago. Zarel has been training to be her replacement for a while, but so far he hasn’t shown much sign of being up to the task.”

			“What will be done about it?” Pascale asked. “Shouldn’t he be encouraged to take a different job so that someone suitable can be chosen to care for the ill?”

			“Perhaps,” Kenta said lightly. “But Zarel will continue unless he goes to the Elders and tells them he wishes to withdraw from healing and do something else.”

			Pascale thought this was a terrible arrangement. The poor patients — what good could someone so unsuited to healing possibly do for them?

			The idea of expressing that opinion to Kenta was unthinkable, of course. She was a guest on the island. It would have been rude to criticize the way things were done there.

			“Perhaps he will get better at it as time goes by,” she said instead. 

			“If he doesn’t, the Elders will assign an assistant to work with him,” Kenta told her. “In that way, they can find someone good at the job, even if Zarel never improves.”

			Pascale still thought it was an odd system, but all she said was, “How interesting.”

			“For now, the best idea is to stay healthy,” Kenta said with a wink. “Anyway, let’s get to the water. I can’t wait to jump in.”

			“Me too,” Pascale agreed. It was lovely not to have to think about changing into a swimsuit, or carrying towels. In her short time there she had noticed that everyone on TeJÉ swam in whatever they were wearing at the time. Because their garments were so light, drying off afterward was a simple matter of letting the sun and ocean breeze do their work.

			They had gone only a few more steps when Kenta pointed Pascale to a footpath that led between clusters of shrubbery. It formed a beautiful green passageway and Pascale found it quite enchanting. Until, that is, she was startled to find herself facing a large, scaly creature. She gasped and jumped back.

			“A crocodile!” she cried, grasping Kenta’s arm frantically.

			Kenta could not stop himself from laughing.

			“That? That’s an iguana,” he said. “Look at the shape of the head.”

			Pascale saw at once that he was right. The head was not flat like a crocodile’s, and there was a horned crest running from the top of its skull down along its back.

			“A lizard!” she said. “But it’s so big!”

			“That kind can grow to be as long as a man is tall,” Kenta agreed. “But don’t worry, they only eat plants.”

			“So it’s not dangerous — not at all?” Pascale asked doubtfully.

			“If you forced it to defend itself, it could hit you pretty hard with its tail, but otherwise, no, it won’t bother you.”

			“Then why is it staring at me?” Pascale said.

			“Maybe it thinks you’re a crocodile,” Kenta teased.

			Whatever it was thinking, the iguana did seem curious. Its glassy eyes blinked at them several times before it lost interest and disappeared into the lush greenery.

			Kenta and Pascale continued along then, walking side by side until they reached the shore. There, they waded out until they were in water up to their thighs, then Kenta squatted forward and began swimming. Pascale followed his lead. Kenta was a much stronger swimmer, but he slowed his pace to hers and they glided gracefully through the gentle waves.

			It was only a short while before Pascale began to tire. Her strength had not yet fully returned from her ordeal at sea and she was forced to admit she needed a rest, even though the water was wonderfully refreshing.

			Back on the shore, a light breeze from the surrounding ocean danced lazily against their skin as they made their way along the sand.

			There was no natural cover to be found on the beach, but the villagers had erected tall, thin poles with wide grass umbrellas that slid up and down and could be secured in place at various levels. These provided shade from the sun for anyone who sought it. After they had been walking for a while and their clothes had dried, the pair decided to stop and sit under one such shelter.

			A rolled-up straw mat was fastened to each pole and Kenta quickly unfastened one and spread it over the sand. Pascale settled on the mat as Kenta adjusted the umbrella to give them shade. It was lovely and relaxing.

			“I should have brought a snack,” Kenta said, patting his pockets and finding them empty.

			“Thanks to you, I did!” Pascale said. She retrieved the orange from her pocket and peeled it, enjoying the light spray of citrus that tickled her nose as she pulled the rind loose.

			She had just finished removing the peel and was separating the segments to share with Kenta when Inch appeared, venturing out onto her shoulder and pausing to look around.

			“Your friend must want a snack too,” Kenta commented.

			“He does seem to have a habit of showing up whenever there’s food around,” Pascale said with affection. She pinched a tiny, juice-filled globe from a wedge and sat it on the mat, giggling when Inch raced to it at once.

			After the orange was gone, Pascale and Kenta sat back and enjoyed the shade and the peacefulness of the waves lapping on the shore, while Inch raced and rolled about the sand. 

			And for just a few moments, Pascale almost felt as though she had family again.
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			Pascale’s World

			As Kenta and Pascale sat on their mat enjoying the morning, many villagers passed by. A pleasant stroll on the beach was a favorite pastime for the people of TeJÉ.

			Pascale could not help but notice the amiable way the villagers greeted each other and how everyone had kind and friendly words for her. 

			“They are all so good,” she commented to Kenta. “It helps me feel a little better, even though I long for my home and family.”

			“The land you came from — is it so very different from our island?” Kenta asked. 

			His voice had drifted with this question, and seemed far away. Pascale saw that his gaze was fixed on the ocean, as if he might be able to glimpse some other part of the world if only he looked carefully enough. But there was nothing except water as far as the eye could see. It rippled and shimmered and was very beautiful, but it was also deep and dark and unsettling in its vast expanse. It seemed to Pascale in that moment that it was a living thing.

			“They say it isn’t wise to wonder,” Kenta continued, lowering his voice so that his words could not be overheard. “That no good can come from thinking of the world beyond TeJÉ, but sometimes I can’t help it. Will you tell me about it?”

			“Well —” Pascale said slowly, unsure of what she ought to do.

			“But not here,” Kenta added. Before she could say anything further, he stood and offered his hand to help her up. “I know a place where we can talk.”

			This gave Pascale an uneasy feeling. She didn’t want to go against the rules, but neither did she want to disappoint her new friend. She rose slowly to her feet, glancing about for Inch. He was nestled in a warm dimple in the sand and she lifted him carefully and slipped him into the pocket of the shorts she was wearing.

			Her thoughts remained troubled as Kenta led her along a thin footpath to a secluded area deep in the woods. There, they reached a small clearing, densely overhung by branches and surrounded by lush green thickets.

			Nearby, a pair of macaws was engaged in a spirited exchange of bird talk. It was so loud that when Pascale first tried to share her misgivings with Kenta, her words were muffled by the raucous chatter.

			“Our friends seem to be having an argument,” Kenta said with a chuckle.

			“I thought arguments were not permitted on TeJÉ,” Pascale answered with a sly grin.

			“Tell that to them,” he said. 

			At that, the birds stopped screeching and began to make a sound that was very much like laughter. “Hah, ah, hah, ah, hah, ah!” 

			This made Pascale and Kenta laugh too, and, as though insulted, the birds cocked their heads, glared at the two intrusive humans, and flew off to continue their conversation elsewhere. No doubt to somewhere they would not be so rudely interrupted. 

			Kenta turned back to Pascale when the birds had disappeared from sight.

			“What was it you were trying to say?” he asked.

			“It is about what you’ve asked of me,” Pascale said. “I wouldn’t wish to break any island laws.” 

			“Don’t worry, it’s not a rule,” Kenta reassured her. This was true, although the Authority of Trust did urge the people of TeJÉ to guard their thoughts against things that may give rise to discontent.

			Kenta’s question had made Pascale yearn to speak of her home and the things she held dear. Now, reassured, she felt free to open up and share her world with Kenta. She began to speak, and to build in words what she had known her whole life in reality.

			Kenta listened and never spoke. Not once did he interrupt as Pascale described the wonders of life in her place on the mighty planet. Sometimes emotion overcame her and she wept. At those times, Kenta’s hand reached out to clasp hers or to touch her arm or brush a tear from her cheek, but still he said not a single word.

			He was thoroughly enthralled, even though he could not fully grasp many of the things Pascale described. It sounded utterly fantastic — this mysterious world of electronics, of invisible forms of power, of cars and planes and so much more. These were things past the edges of his imagination.

			It was like hearing a tale of magic, of wonders beyond his wildest thoughts and dreams, and yet Kenta knew she was speaking the truth.

			When she finally stopped, Kenta’s heart was pounding. To think such things existed — out there.

			“Thank you,” he told Pascale, his voice barely a whisper. “I will never forget what you have told me today.”

			Later, as they sat in the Morningbay kitchen, eating crispy cassava bread and wild berry mash with Kenta’s mom and dad, Pascale could not help thinking of some of the delicious foods that were frequently on the table in her own home. 

			She pictured her mother’s face, smiling and chatting as her hands busied themselves with small mealtime tasks, and suddenly she could not swallow another bite.

			“Excuse me, please,” she said, standing. “Thank you for lunch, but I must go now.”

			Kenta scrambled to his feet, offering to walk with her wherever she was going, but she quickly declined. Before he could press the matter, Mrs. Morningbay gently tugged his arm.

			“Sometimes a girl needs to be alone,” she said. “Please come to see us again, Pascale. You are welcome anytime.”

			Pascale dipped her head in a gesture of thanks before hurrying to the door. She clenched her teeth and drew in slow, deep breaths as she slipped outside and away from the quaint dwelling. All she wanted was to be out of sight of the Morningbays’ home before the tears burst through, and this she managed, but barely.

			Curled up in a cluster of wildflowers moments later, Pascale sobbed quietly. After a while, exhausted by her tears, sleep crept over her. Once more she dreamed she was back in her old life, curled up in her own bed, a doll with golden hair tucked in beside her. 

			And as before, when sleep had taken her across the miles to the world she knew, her heart broke afresh when she wakened, still lost on an island that was no more than a speck in the vast and mighty ocean.

			And so it went. Days marched slowly by. One, two, three, four. On and on.

			Pascale fell into the easy routine of the island, spending time with Karuna and Kenta, thankful that she was not left to drift aimlessly about. Lesson days, community days, free days, the rhythm of life helped to settle her, although it was the ocean that soothed her most. 

			Whenever she was not otherwise occupied, she spent her time getting better acquainted with the island and its people. She was greeted kindly wherever she went. Everyone had a smile and words of encouragement and she was invited into home after home, where she was always made to feel welcome and invariably offered food. The people of TeJÉ ate more frequently than she was used to, but their meals were modest and healthy.

			It did not escape her notice that the one home she had not been invited into again was the Riverstones’ and this troubled Pascale. She had seen Mrs. Riverstone several times since that first day and the woman spoke to her politely, but their exchanges were brief and without warmth.

			Pascale surmised that Mrs. Riverstone was still feeling hurt because her earlier offer had been refused. Of course, she didn’t know why Pascale had not accepted, nor did Pascale have any intention of telling her what Vimal had done, but perhaps there was some way to make amends.

			“I will go for a visit anyway, and while I am there, I will do my best to let her know how much I appreciated her help and kindness,” she told herself one afternoon. “That may ease matters if she is still feeling offended.”

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN
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			An Announcement

			It was not far to the Riverstone dwelling. Even so, it took Pascale a while to reach it. The village pathways, bursting with life and color, were still new and wonderful to her. Tiny brown and gray animals darted among the grasses and bushes, while rustling leaves and bursts of birdsong drew her attention upward. But perhaps busiest of all were the bugs. Insects of every color and size seemed to be everywhere she looked. Some were astonishingly fast, skittering out of sight almost before her eyes registered them, while others plodded along as though they were out for a leisurely stroll. 

			Pascale paused often to take in these various creatures, and to breathe in the rich scents of plants and flowers, earth and sun and ocean.

			It may also have been that her feet moved more slowly than usual because she was not eager to carry out the task she had made for herself. Many things seem possible, even easy, when they are still in the imagination, but lose their appeal as they are about to happen.

			Nevertheless, she reached the Riverstone house at last. After pausing to calm herself and to review the words she planned to say, she lifted her fist and rapped firmly on the door. 

			The door was opened almost at once, as though someone had been on the other side waiting for her arrival. Pascale found herself facing Vimal and Sofia, who stood side by side in the doorway.

			“Hello,” she said, venturing a smile. “I wondered if I might speak to your mother.”

			“You might not!” said Vimal at once. He crossed his arms firmly over his chest and lifted his chin as though daring her to defy him.

			“And we don’t want to talk to you either,” added Sofia. Glancing at Vimal, she, too, crossed her arms, although she looked much less fierce than he did in this stance.

			Pascale blinked at them speechlessly.

			“You don’t fool us — we know you are nothing but a girl,” Vimal declared, as though she had made a claim otherwise. 

			“So what if your boat landed here?” said Sofia. “That doesn’t mean anything.” Noticing that Vimal’s chin was now thrust forward, she stuck hers out as well.

			“Children!”

			Vimal and Sofia spun toward the voice behind them and found their mother looking anything but pleased. This surprised Vimal and did not quite register with Sofia.

			“What are you saying?” Mrs. Riverstone demanded. Her eyes were wide and a red flush of alarm was creeping up her neck and onto her face.

			“We didn’t mean to talk to her, Mother,” Sofia said quickly. “We only wanted to tell her that we wouldn’t.”

			“Wouldn’t talk to her,” Vimal clarified. “You said we didn’t have to if we didn’t want to.”

			“But I did not mean —” Mrs. Riverstone sputtered. 

			She would have said more, but before she could collect her thoughts and attempt to remedy the situation, a great commotion of running feet and excited voices burst forth on the path leading to her home. Several dozen villagers hurried directly toward the doorway, but it was clearly not Mrs. Riverstone they were seeking.

			“Pascale!” Kenta gasped, reaching her seconds before anyone else did. “You must come quickly! The Elders wish to speak to you at once.”

			“Why? What has happened?” Pascale asked.

			Kenta tried to answer, but his words were lost in the rush of feet and voices that crowded him out. Almost immediately, Pascale found herself surrounded by villagers and before she knew it, she was being ushered toward the Place of Matters. Twice more she attempted to ask what was astir, but so many voices were racing at her from all sides she could neither sort them out nor make herself heard over them. Falling silent, she put her energy into getting to the Place of Matters as quickly as she could.

			Inside the large meeting hall, she was thrust forward until she found herself facing Elder Sun, Elder Moon, and Elder Star.

			Pascale’s heart leapt when she saw that Xander was standing next to them. She knew at once that whatever the news was, it had something to do with the Lookout.

			What could have happened? She wanted to shout out a question, to demand his news be shared at once, but she had seen how the island had its own ways and customs and timing. Interrupting or trying to hurry things along could easily bring about the opposite result, and was therefore more likely to slow matters down. 

			And so she waited, albeit impatiently, as Elder Star, whose turn it was to lead a meeting, rose to speak. 

			He began by banging his gavel and tilting his head, listening for murmurs in the crowd; perchance he might be called on to pound the podium a second time. Detecting only silence, he cleared his throat and was finally about to address the crowd when Elder Moon broke in. 

			“Come on! No need to hold things up with all this gavel-pounding drama you like so much!” Elder Moon said grumpily. Elder Moon had been enjoying a pleasant nap when Xander came rushing in, and he was anxious to get back to it.

			“The gavel is needed for order!” Elder Star retorted, giving Elder Moon a stern look before turning again to the crowd.

			“This news concerns young Miss Pascale,” he said, as though anyone could possibly be in doubt of that fact. Then he peered around the room, squinting uncertainly.

			“Er, I don’t remember if anyone told me — is the girl here?” he asked.

			“She is,” said Elder Sun.

			“Of course, she is! Why else would the meeting be starting?” said Elder Moon.

			“It’s always good to be sure,” said Elder Star piously. “Anyway, it appears there’s something to report.”

			Elder Star raised his hand as though to further silence the already quiet room. He cleared his throat once more and looked about with a great air of importance.

			That was when Xander could bear it no longer. He had been expecting the Elders to give him the stage, but it was clear Elder Star was about to steal his big announcement. He was not going to stand for it. He stepped forward and lifted his voice.

			“I have found it,” he said. “I have found your boat.”

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY
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			The Lookout’s Account

			Xander’s chest swelled as he savored the crowd’s reaction. Every eye was on him, and every ear was listening to his words. With growing pride he launched into an impressive narrative of how he had searched tirelessly until at last he’d located the small vessel that had brought their guest to TeJÉ. It was a fine story and would have been a credit to him if only it had been true. 

			In fact, he had stumbled on the boat by accident while he was looking for stones for the house the villagers had erected for Irina and Gabor. The couple would be moving into it on their Union Day, which was fast approaching. This was the first new home built since Xander had become the Lookout, and everyone expected him to produce especially beautiful stones, given that his job took him along the shores every day. And truly, he had intended to begin looking weeks ago, but it had slipped his mind.

			Xander finished giving his fictional account of how he’d found the boat and then bowed, first to the Elders, and after that to the villagers. Often, a grand announcement was met with applause and there’s no doubt that is the reaction Xander expected, but that is not what he heard next.

			What he did hear was the sound of Pascale Chardon bursting into tears. Her sobs sounded through the whole room and brought Elder Moon to his feet.

			“The boy said he found your boat,” he called as loudly as his ancient vocal cords would allow. 

			If his intention was to clarify, it was a wasted gesture. Pascale had heard and understood Xander’s words perfectly well. But, in the moments it had taken for her to be brought from the Riverstone home to the Place of Matters, she had once again allowed herself to think, or at least to hope, that she was about to hear the welcome news that someone had come searching for her. When they’d reached the meeting hall and she spied the village Lookout there with the Elders, she had felt sure that was the case. Now, with her hopes dashed, her disappointment was terrible.

			What good was it that the boy had found the boat that brought her to TeJÉ? That made no difference in her present circumstances. An empty lifeboat could do nothing to help; what she needed was a vessel crewed by rescuers.

			Gulping in several deep breaths, Pascale tried very hard to stop crying, but the tears continued to flow. This added to her distress because she knew she was being watched by everyone in the room.

			Mrs. Riverstone and her children were no exception. They had followed close behind the party which had come to fetch Pascale before the Elders. As they’d hurried along, Mrs. Riverstone had expressed her great displeasure to Vimal and Sofia for the way they had treated Pascale moments earlier.

			“I shudder to think of what will happen if Pascale tells the Elders the things you two said to her,” she said, keeping her voice low so that others would not overhear.

			Vimal stood off to his mother’s side, fuming to think his mother was angry with him, when she should be angry with that upstart of a girl.

			And then, an idea came to him. Vimal made his way through the crowd until he reached Pascale’s side. To Pascale’s astonishment, he put a hand on her shoulder and leaned forward, his face a mask of contrition.

			“I am so sorry you are distressed,” he said in a whisper that only she could hear. “I have been foolish, but from this moment on I will do anything I can to help you.”

			The kindness of his words and gesture helped to soothe Pascale’s anguish. After a moment she managed to subdue her tears and offer a tremulous smile. 

			The villagers watched and nodded their approval. Elder Moon returned to his seat congratulating himself that he had helped calm the girl.

			The Lookout Xander was also greatly relieved. It had appeared as though the girl was going to ruin his news with her bawling, but she seemed to have overcome whatever had upset her. In fact, she turned to speak to him.

			“Thank you,” she said. “I do truly appreciate your efforts.”

			Xander acknowledged her thanks with a nod. As he did, he noticed that only a few of the villagers were paying attention to him. To make matters worse, that silly bug had decided to make an appearance, and was standing on top of Pascale’s head doing some kind of peculiar jig.

			Elder Sun was watching Xander. Unlike those who were focused on Pascale, he saw the distress in the boy’s face. More than that, he understood it. 

			“This boy,” he said softly to himself, “longs for approval.”

			Elder Sun’s heart was touched. While he knew Xander’s faults as well as anyone, Elder Sun also sensed what the young man needed.

			“Young Lookout,” Elder Sun said, “this is a most important discovery. Do you agree to be put in charge of all matters pertaining to this boat?”

			Xander’s head lifted in surprise. A smile of joy spread across his face.

			“I do!” he declared. “You can count on me.”

			“Like the time you saw the hole in the water?” grumbled Elder Star, who did not think the shiftless Xander ought to be put in charge of anything, important or otherwise.

			Xander’s face clouded with anger. “That was true!” he cried. “It’s not my fault no one else saw it.”

			This got the attention of little Oralee Oceansong.

			“But I saw it,” she said.

			“Now, now,” said her mother, as smiles spread through the room. “You mustn’t tell stories.”

			“But I did! I did see it.”

			“Bring the little one here,” said Elder Sun quickly.

			Oralee’s father scooped her up and carried her to the platform. 

			“As you recall, I was one of the volunteers who accompanied Xander the day he reported finding a hole in the water,” Mr. Oceansong said. 

			“And did your child go with you?” asked Elder Sun.

			“She did. But Mr. Cloudwater and I both looked and there was nothing to see.”

			“Yes, there was,” Oralee insisted. “It was like this!” She motioned with her hand, making a dip in the air.

			“It seems the Lookout was not the only one to see it after all,” Elder Sun said. 

			“And a bird! There was a bird that saw it!” Xander said, remembering how, when he’d first made the discovery, a seagull had swooped over the water and circled the peculiar sight. 

			This drew laughter from the villagers. Elder Moon slapped his knee in mirth as Xander’s face grew red with anger and embarrassment. 

			And again, Elder Sun spoke.

			“Never forget that there are things in this world that can only be seen by the innocent eyes of youth and by our friends in nature,” he said sternly.

			“It is a great honor to share such an experience with a creature in the wild,” he continued. “It must have heartened you to know you were not alone witnessing something so strange and special.”

			Elder Sun’s words had the desired effect of immediately stopping the laughter from the crowd. Even Elder Moon ceased his cackling and tried to look solemn, although he had quite lost the trail of the conversation.

			But it was easy to see from the expression on Xander’s face that Elder Sun’s remarks had done more than quiet the room. A flush of emotion flooded his cheeks and caused his lip to tremble. The Elder’s words of praise and encouragement had made their way into the young Lookout’s heart.

			Pascale, on the other hand, was curious to know more about what Oralee had seen. She made her way to the child and listened with rapt attention as Oralee told her how the water had looked as though a clear glass boat was sitting there.

			“Only there was no boat,” Oralee said matter-of-factly, coming to the end of her story. Her face lit with a sudden idea and she turned to her mother. 

			“Mama, can Pascale come to our house?”

			“Of course,” said Mrs. Oceansong. “If she’d like to.”

			“Thank you, I would like that,” said Pascale.

			Oralee clapped her hands. “You can bring your ugly old bug too.”

			“She’s only teasing, of course,” said Mrs. Oceansong quickly. “I’m sure your little friend is a fine-looking beetle.”

			Oralee thrust a surprised face at her mother. “But Mama,” she said, “you hate bugs. Remember when you said you wished you could squash every last —”

			Mrs. Oceansong cut in before Oralee could finish speaking. “Now, now. No need to alarm our guest. Pinch is welcome too.”

			Pascale laughed as they started off. “He is called Inch,” she said. “And I know beetles are not popular as a rule, but Inch is very special to me.”

			Mr. Oceansong followed closely behind his wife and daughter and Pascale doing his best to hide his dismay. He did not mind the idea of a guest, but it seemed likely this would create a lot of shrill chattering in the house, and Mr. Oceansong was not fond of such sounds. Before they reached their home, Mr. Oceansong announced that he had just remembered a matter that needed his urgent attention. Thus, he managed to avoid an afternoon with this very noisy party of three, who, in any case, hardly noticed his absence.
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			Choosing Stones

			Pascale had begun to wish she had not gone to the Oceansong home. Not that she hadn’t been treated well there; of course, she had. It was just that, a short while into her visit, Mrs. Oceansong had been called away to help a neighbor, leaving Pascale with little Oralee.

			Pascale liked small children in general and Oralee was no exception. But the second her mother left (promising she would only be a few minutes) Oralee had brought out a basket of stones and begun passing them to Pascale one at a time, seeking her opinion on which ones she liked best.

			“Do you think this one is prettier than the orange one? What about the blue and white one?” Oralee asked. Her face was earnest and, Pascale thought, rather a little too close to her own. Several times she found it necessary to draw back in order to prevent their noses from colliding.

			Pascale was patient at first, but the business soon became tedious.

			“They’re all equally nice in their own ways,” Pascale said just a little crossly when she had lost track of which was which and, in any case, did not care in the least.

			This caused Oralee to fall mercifully silent for a moment, but then her eyes welled with tears and her shoulders began to quake.

			“I’m sorry,” Pascale said, instantly ashamed that she had upset a little girl. “But why does it matter?”

			“I have to figure out which ones are the nicest,” Oralee explained. “But everyone I ask picks different stones.”

			Pascale considered this, wondering how many of the villagers Oralee had trapped into this dull activity.

			“You should only care which ones you like best,” she said after a moment. “They’re your stones, after all.”

			“They’re only mine for now,” Oralee said, idly moving them about with her fingers. “I want to give the best ones to Gabor and Irina, only I can’t decide which ones are best.”

			“Give them stones? Whatever for?” Pascale asked.

			Oralee explained the village tradition where everyone brought stones to become part of the floor in each new home. Pascale listened with interest. She had seen the beautiful stone floors in the homes she had been in, but had known nothing of the community effort that made them possible.

			“In that case,” she told Oralee, “it is even more important that you choose whichever stones you like the most. Then what you give to the couple will be from your heart, and no one else’s.”

			In a flash, she found her neck wrapped in a joyous hug. Oralee squeezed so hard Pascale could scarcely breathe, and had to gently tug the girl’s arms loose. Even so, she laughed as she did it.

			“Well, then, I guess that’s settled,” she said as Oralee beamed at her adoringly.

			“What’s settled?”

			The girls looked to see Mrs. Oceansong watching from the doorway. Oralee raced to her mother and told her what had happened in such rapid babble that Pascale could hardly believe the woman understood what she was hearing.

			“That’s grand then,” Mrs. Oceansong said, patting Oralee’s head and smiling at Pascale. She apologized for taking longer than expected, and set about cleaning and filleting a fish she had brought home with her.

			Pascale’s mouth began to water. She enjoyed most of the food she had eaten on TeJÉ, but fish had been her favorite so far, especially as it was often served with sweet chunks of mango and crisp red peppers.

			The fillets were sizzling on a heated slab of stone when a knock came at the door. Oralee dashed over and flung it open.

			“It’s Karuna!” Oralee announced in an unnecessarily loud voice. In fact, the announcement itself was unnecessary, as Karuna was in plain view.

			“And look!” Oralee added, pulling Karuna inside. “Pascale is here! She’s helped me decide about stones for Irina and Gabor.”

			“Very good,” said Karuna, smiling widely. “And what luck! I was looking for Pascale earlier!”

			“Will you have some fish with us, Karuna?” Mrs. Oceansong asked. 

			“Thank you, but I’ve just eaten,” Karuna replied. “I stopped by to see if Oralee would like to come to the beach with Ling after Lessons tomorrow.”

			“Yes!! I would LOVE that!” Oralee whooped. She jumped up and down several times, scattering some of the stones in her collection.

			Karuna and Pascale exchanged amused glances as the four-year-old scrambled to retrieve her treasures. 

			“You said you were looking for me?” Pascale said.

			“Yes. Mother wanted to send you this —” She paused, reaching into the pockets of her shorts before producing a round white ball from one. 

			Pascale took it, turned it over curiously, and lifted it to her nose — it smelled like coconut. “Is it to eat?” she asked.

			“Eat? No!” Karuna giggled. “It’s for your hair. To clean it.”

			“Mrs. Cloudwater makes the best hair soap of anyone on the island,” said Mrs. Oceansong.

			Pascale’s face lit up and she sniffed the ball again. “Thank you so much, and thank your mother for me please!”

			“I will.” Karuna gave her new friend a quick hug. “And now I have to go, but I will see you at Lessons tomorrow. And if you like, you can come to the beach with me and the children after lunch.”

			Pascale agreed at once to this plan. 

			On her way back to Mrs. Wintercreek’s house later, Pascale spied Irina Morningbay walking along with a basket. Every so often she reached down and picked something to add to it. Pascale called a greeting and hurried toward her. She supposed that Irina was gathering flowers for her Union Day, which was only a few days away, but when she got closer she saw the basket held wild onions and garlic.

			Irina looked up with a grin. “Pascale, hello! Where are you off to?”

			“Nowhere special,” Pascale told her. “Do you want some help?”

			“You’re welcome to join me, but I should warn you, it might be wiser to escape while you have the chance,” she said. “I’ve already driven my friends away. They claim I talk incessantly about Gabor and becoming his bride.”

			“Is that true?”

			“It is so true. Nothing has ever been truer!” admitted Irina. 

			“Well, I won’t mind hearing about it,” Pascale assured her. She had always adored love stories, especially if there were princes involved. She knew there was no prince in this story, but the idea of hearing a real love story was thrilling. 

			Irina’s eyes shone as she told Pascale how Gabor had begun to show up to walk on the beach with her, and how one day he asked if he might hold her hand, and then another time, on a moonlight walk, if he could kiss her.

			“I found myself thinking about him and smiling when I was doing everyday things,” Irina said. Her cheeks flushed. “And then the day came when he asked me if I would be his wife.”

			Pascale sighed happily, enjoying the romance. 

			Irina continued to chatter excitedly and it was not until their steps had taken them to the Wintercreek home that they noticed the tree, which the villagers called the Tree of Sorrows.

			It was covered by hundreds and hundreds of butterflies, so many that not a single leaf on the tree was visible.

			“How beautiful!” Pascale gasped. Her face lit up with delight at the dazzling display of bright colors fluttering and shimmering before her. 

			But when she turned to Irina, she saw that the bride-to-be’s hands were clasped to her mouth. She had gone very white and was staring at the tree in horror.
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			A Portent

			Before Pascale could ask why the butterfly-covered tree had so alarmed her companion, Irina spoke. Her voice was hushed and ominous.

			“Death is coming.”

			Pascale’s eyes widened. 

			“Death?” she repeated slowly. “Why do you say such a thing?”

			“The butterflies,” Irina answered, pointing toward them as though Pascale had not yet noticed their presence. “Every time they appear, death follows seven days later.”

			At that moment, Mrs. Wintercreek emerged from the house and came toward them on the path. She was carrying a plate with scraps left over from her supper and she stopped along the path and kneeled down to scatter them under a berry bush, a small windfall of food for whatever critters happened upon it. As she completed this task and began to stand, she paused and tilted her head a little to the left, listening.

			“Is someone there?” she asked.

			“Yes,” Pascale said. “It’s me, Pascale, and Irina is here too.”

			Even as she spoke, Pascale felt Irina moving away, stepping backward, never taking her eyes from the tree. 

			“Irina,” Mrs. Wintercreek said, smiling. “You are most welcome to come in, my dear. I would love to hear about your plans for the home you and Gabor will soon be sharing.”

			A strangled sound came from Irina’s throat, but she managed to speak on her next attempt.

			“They have come to the tree,” she said hoarsely. “The butterflies.”

			“Oh.” Mrs. Wintercreek’s face was instantly serious. “I see.”

			“I’m sorry — I must go,” Irina said. She turned and began to walk away, although even as she departed, it seemed difficult for her to tear her gaze from the fluttering wings covering the tree.

			Pascale was also finding it difficult not to look, although not because it frightened her. The dancing colors were mesmerizing, almost hypnotic. 

			“Pascale?” Mrs. Wintercreek said gently. 

			“I’m still here,” Pascale said. “It’s just that it’s so beautiful.”

			“It is not a beauty that is generally welcomed,” Mrs. Wintercreek said.

			“Is it true?” Pascale said. “Do the butterflies in the tree bring death?”

			“There are those who think so,” said Mrs. Wintercreek. 

			“But what do you think?” 

			“Let us go inside and talk of this over a warm drink,” Mrs. Wintercreek said lightly. 

			They were soon seated in what Mrs. Wintercreek called her cozy chairs, holding mugs of rosehip tea which had been sweetened by a few drops of honey. 

			Mrs. Wintercreek took a sip, murmured contentedly, and then spoke.

			“Where you come from, Pascale, do people die?”

			“Yes, of course,” Pascale said. “Everybody dies someday.”

			Mrs. Wintercreek nodded. “That is the way of life,” she said. 

			For the next few moments Mrs. Wintercreek seemed to stare into the distance, although of course, that was not possible. Pascale did her best to remain patient, as eager as she was to know more about the tree. She sensed that Mrs. Wintercreek was pondering what to say, and how. In that, she was correct.

			“Death is not a stranger,” Mrs. Wintercreek said at last. She raised her mug and took a long draught.

			“That is true,” Pascale agreed.

			“Even so, it is something of a mystery.”

			“A mystery?” Pascale repeated. 

			“Yes. Because we only know this side of it. Death is like a door to a place we can never see before entering. And once we have become residents on the other side of that door, there is no returning to this world.”

			Pascale thought about this. She tried to imagine the other side of the door Mrs. Wintercreek had described, but no image came to mind.

			“I know how others view the tree,” Mrs. Wintercreek said, breaking the silence that had fallen. “They believe it brings death, but I do not agree, even though a death always occurs seven days after the butterflies appear.”

			Pascale was puzzled until Mrs. Wintercreek went on.

			“You see, I do not think the tree brings death. It simply makes us aware that death is coming. This seems a blessing to me, a chance to put things in order and to avoid regrets. We often forget that this is the way we should live each day.”

			Pascale was not sure she fully understood what Mrs. Wintercreek was telling her, but she knew it was something she would give much more thought to later.

			“I saw the butterflies for the first time when I was a girl,” Mrs. Wintercreek added. Her voice was so subdued Pascale almost believed she had imagined the words, but then Mrs. Wintercreek continued.

			“It was the second great moon after my fifth summer.”

			“And did someone die in seven days?”

			The woman nodded slowly. “It was one of the Elders from my childhood. I can no longer remember which title she had: Moon, Sun, or Star. But I remember her well. She was very frail — stooped and exceedingly thin. But she had a kind smile, and was known for her patience and thoughtful guidance.”

			Again there was silence between them as Mrs. Wintercreek stared into a distance she could no longer see. 

			“Are you remembering, seeing things in your mind?” Pascale whispered at last.

			“I am,” Mrs. Wintercreek said. “Yes, child, I surely am.”

			That night, as Pascale lay in her bed, she thought about the events of the day. In particular, her mind dwelt on two things — the butterflies, and the peculiar indentation in the water. She had doubted the story when it was only Xander who claimed to have seen it, but Oralee’s account had convinced her it was true.

			And this made Pascale wonder. If there had truly been an indentation in the water, what did that say about the boat that brought her here? There must have been something mystical about it, if its place had remained marked after it was no longer there.

			This led her to another thought, and then another.

			If there was something strange and special about the boat, it stood to reason there must also be something strange and special about its passenger. 

			“Is it possible?” Pascale said softly, there in the dark. “Could I be the Long Awaited?”

			Normally, she would have thought such a question silly. Surely she knew who she was. But things had been so very strange these past weeks! 

			It had started with that peculiar storm, bursting out of a cloudless sky, tossing the great ship she was aboard about as though it were nothing more than a twig. And then, she had woken in a lifeboat with no memory of how she’d gotten there, and drifted to this place where even more curious things had happened. 

			“But if … if I am the Long Awaited,” she whispered, “should I not feel differently? Or have some sort of secret power?”

			Feeling rather foolish even though there was no one there to witness her actions, Pascale lifted a hand and waved it in what seemed a magical sort of gesture. 

			“Abracadabra,” she said in a hushed voice. Nothing happened, but it occurred to her perhaps she needed her own magic word, not a second-hand one. She thought very hard.

			“Rubbledum-roobledoo-zah!” she ventured at last.

			Again, nothing. Even so, Pascale felt certain there were things happening that she did not understand and yet was somehow a part of. What it all meant and whether she would ever leave this place remained to be seen — and most mysterious of all was the idea that she might, just might, be the Long Awaited.

			It felt very much as though the world had been turned upside down. Pascale wondered how she could be sure of anything anymore.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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			Irina and Gabor are Solemnly-Merried

			For the next few days, the village was aflutter with talk of the butterflies. 

			Who would it be? Whose death had been foretold this time?

			The Apprentice Healer, Zarel Duckpuddle, was certain he was the one. He took to his bed at once, and there he stayed, pale and forlorn, waiting for the worst.

			In a sense, he was not alone. Others may not have taken to their beds, but there were few who did not wait and wonder. It was as if the island itself was holding its breath.

			In the privacy of homes, hushed discussions were held with whispered speculations about the age and health of some of TeJÉ’s citizens. The three Elders, of course, being the oldest, were mentioned most often, as well as other villagers who had reached an advanced age.

			However, the islanders knew (of course they did) that it was not always the sickly or the elderly who were taken. 

			What if the dreadful portent was for someone young and healthy? 

			This was a question that haunted one young woman in particular. Irina Morningbay could not look at her intended, so strong and full of life, without a chill of fear creeping over her. What if death was coming to claim Gabor? 

			The thought was too dreadful to be endured and she pushed it away time and time again. On her Union Day, she rose and readied herself, determined not to let a foolish worry ruin this wondrous occasion.

			Irina made a beautiful bride. Her mother whispered as they entered the Garden of Joy, where many island celebrations took place, “It’s a lovely, lovely dress.”

			She kissed her daughter on one cheek while Mr. Morningbay kissed the other, and then they sent her forward to her groom in the traditional manner, making gentle motions with their hands, like waves of water on the shore.

			Gabor’s eyes were lit with love and happiness as his bride crossed the few feet of ground between them and faced him. The Island Officiant stood there, waiting to have them join hands. When their hands were firmly clasped together, the Officiant recited the Law for the Solemnly-Merried from the Authority of Trust.

			“When you choose a life partner, you promise to live by the Rules of Love and Laughter all of your days together. Do you solemnly declare that you have taken these rules into your hearts?”

			Irina and Gabor both indicated that they had.

			“Gabor Summersea, do you choose Irina Morningbay?” the Officiant asked.

			“I do choose Irina,” Gabor said.

			“And Irina Morningbay, do you choose Gabor Summersea?”

			“I do choose Gabor,” Irina said. Her cheeks glowed with happiness.

			“As you have chosen each other, I declare you to be Solemnly-Merried.”

			And that was it!

			Pascale clapped along with all of the villagers and did her best to smile, but inside she was struggling with a private moment of sorrow. Watching Irina and Gabor’s union had brought to mind images from her parents’ gold and white wedding album. Her mother, radiant in her beautiful gown; her father, so handsome and proud in his tuxedo! And the joy on their faces, the loving way they looked at each other — how often she had pored over the album and studied each photo! The details had been so thoroughly committed to memory that it was, in that moment, just as if she was back at home, once again turning the pages.

			How it made her heart ache.

			Even so, she managed to fall in with the others as they followed the new couple to a beautiful outdoor garden which had been brightly decorated with colored lanterns, arranged gaily for the union party. There was a great feast, followed by singing and dancing. It was, indeed, a merry affair.

			Even the naysayers found themselves charmed by Inch when he climbed onto an overturned cup and began to sway in rhythm with the musicians, who were performing a favorite island love song.

			Like silver waves that wash the sand

			And golden sun that warms our land

			Like moon and stars when dark descends

			My love for you will never end

			Crystal water shining blue

			Waves upon the shore

			Singing of my love for you

			Now and ever more.

			O island where our feet stand proud

			In gratitude our heads are bowed

			The land where hearts are ever true

			Here, now — I give my love to you.

			Crystal water shining blue

			Waves upon the shore

			Singing of my love for you

			Now and ever more.

			It was late when the crowd dispersed and the villagers made their way back to their homes. Pascale was tired, but the activities had done much to solace her earlier sadness. For the first time since her arrival on the island, a tiny measure of peace had found a place in her.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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			Pascale Finds a Stone

			The whole village was sleepy the morning after Irina and Gabor’s Union Day, which gave Pascale a chance to enjoy a solitary stroll. It was perfect timing, for she had wakened with a feeling that it would be good to have some time alone. She meandered through the garden where the wedding ceremony had been held, smiling as she thought about how happy the young couple had looked, and how pleased their friends and family had seemed at the match.

			The west side of the garden bordered the beach, and it was there that Pascale went afterward, to sit and watch the water. She was seated on a log bench, facing out toward the great ocean, when a flash of blue captured her attention. Standing and shading her eyes, she peered down the shore and saw that it was Oralee Oceansong, dressed in a bright blue shift, wandering along by herself.

			Pascale rose and moved toward the child, who had also seen her by then. Oralee squealed and began waving wildly.

			“Hello, hello!” called Oralee. She started sprinting toward Pascale, but stopped almost abruptly and bent down. By the time Pascale reached her, Oralee was on her hands and knees scrabbling about in the sand.

			“Have you lost something?” Pascale asked.

			“Yes, a walnut,” Oralee said. “It fell out of my hair when I started to run.”

			“Out of your hair!” said Pascale, who really ought not to have been so surprised, considering that a beetle had been a passenger in her own hair for some weeks.

			“Of course. It’s the best way to carry snacks when you don’t have pockets,” Oralee said. Her voice suggested that everyone in the whole world, except apparently for Pascale, knew this already.

			“I see,” Pascale said, amused. Her eyes scanned the immediate area and located the escaped nut. Its pale brown shell very nearly blended in with the sand. 

			“Here’s your walnut,” she said, reaching toward it.

			As she lifted the nut, Pascale noticed the spot where it had been resting was an odd color, almost as though the sand was bruised. She brushed the surface to get a better look and what she uncovered made her gasp.

			Oralee had reached her side by then. She leaned close to Pascale and clapped her hands. “Look what you found!” she squealed. “It’s the prettiest stone I ever saw!”

			Pascale slipped the walnut into Oralee’s hand and then gently scooped away more sand and pried the stone free. Deep, rich shades of green and purple swirled together in a pattern that almost seemed to pulse and glow.

			Flicking away the few grains that still clung to its surface, Pascale admired the remarkable stone for another moment before asking Oralee if she would like to have it.

			Oralee almost reached for it. Her hand was lifting when something stopped her.

			“I can’t,” she said. “I would give it to Irina and Gabor, but that wouldn’t be right because I didn’t find it.”

			Pascale considered this. “What if I gave it to them — from both of us?” she suggested. “I only found it because of your walnut, after all, so the discovery was shared.”

			Oralee agreed that was a splendid idea. So splendid, in fact, that she almost launched into a gleeful jig. Her right leg was already in the air when she stopped herself.

			“Oops,” she giggled. “I’d better be careful or I might lose the rest of my snacks.”

			“There are more?” Pascale asked, laughing.

			“Of course. One walnut won’t fill me up,” Oralee said. “I have some raisins and dates and two more walnuts.”

			Pascale leaned over and took a careful look at the child’s head, but saw nothing. “You’re teasing!” she accused.

			“Am not.” Oralee’s fingers reached into her hair and with deft twists and turns of her locks began to produce each of the items she’d declared. She dropped them into Pascale’s cupped hands one by one and smiled triumphantly.

			“Told you.”

			“But, how do they stay?”

			“Easy. You just do this,” Oralee reached up and twisted a lock of Pascale’s hair into a loose knot. Then she stuck in a raisin and tugged it tight.

			“There,” she giggled. “Now you have a snack for later too.”

			Pascale managed to keep a straight face as she thanked Oralee. 

			“I’m to go to Karuna Cloudwater’s home for lunch today,” she said, “but if I should happen to grow faint on the way, I will feast on this raisin.”

			Then she giggled and hugged the child.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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			An Intentional Accident

			The sun was blazing fiercely that afternoon when the boat Xander had located was brought to the Elders. Word spread as it always did, but less than a quarter of the islanders bothered to make their way to see it. It was such a hot day, and the thought of gathering around an empty boat was not interesting enough to draw a crowd.

			Even the Elders, who had all been napping, found it difficult to make much of the event. 

			“I suppose we should send for the girl,” Elder Moon grumbled.

			“Do you think she is needed?” asked Elder Sun politely.

			“Of course!” said Elder Moon. “She will have to confirm that this is the boat that brought her here.”

			“Exactly!” said Elder Star. He tapped his gavel halfheartedly and sighed.

			“As you wish,” said Elder Sun. 

			Since it was the only boat on the island not made by the village craftsmen, it had to be the vessel that brought Pascale to them, but Elder Sun knew there was little point in mentioning that. It would only make the others grumpy and they would find a reason to send for Pascale in any case.

			“Is Kenta Morningbay here?” Elder Star asked.

			“I am!” Kenta said, stepping forward. 

			“Can you go look for the girl, Pascale?”

			“Of course,” Kenta agreed. As he slipped outside, he remembered Pascale was having lunch at the Cloudwater home that day, which made his task a simple one.

			The walk there from the Place of Matters would normally have taken less than ten minutes, but Kenta’s movements were uncharacteristically slow and sluggish in the extreme heat. Halfway there he left the open path and pushed his way through heavy foliage, seeking the relief its cooling shade brought for the remainder of the walk.

			At the Cloudwater house he found Pascale and Karuna outside, fanning themselves with broad leaves. Kenta refreshed himself with a cool drink of water as he explained his mission.

			“I’ll come along too,” Karuna said quickly, for she could see the summons had met with little enthusiasm from Pascale. 

			“Let’s all go together, and afterward we can cool off with a long swim,” Kenta suggested. 

			Pascale was silent as they made their way to the Place of Matters. She would never have said so — not even to her friends — but she had no desire to see the boat again. It was true it had borne her (and Inch, of course) safely to the island, but that journey had been full of fear and despair. How helpless she had felt, wondering if she would ever put her feet on land again. In spite of the fortunate outcome, the boat itself held no happy memories. Besides, the little vessel could do nothing to return her to her family.

			Entering the Place of Matters, Pascale saw that the three Elders were making slow circles around the boat, which had been hoisted onto a makeshift stand. They paused now and then to take a closer look or to touch its pale gray surface.

			Xander was there as well, standing off to one side. To Pascale’s surprise, he gave her a friendly nod and wave, which she returned.

			Elder Moon was the next to see that Pascale had arrived. He beckoned her with a feeble gesture. “Well,” he said, “is this it?”

			“It is,” Pascale replied.

			Elder Star clasped his hands together and looked heavenward. “We must build a shrine, with this boat at the top!” he declared.

			“Whatever for?” asked Elder Sun. He did not normally blurt out the first, or even second thought that came to mind when responding to the other Elders, but this time the words leapt out before he could check himself.

			“What do you mean, ‘Whatever for?’” grumbled Elder Star. “This boat shall be revered as a remarkable event in the history of TeJÉ!”

			“Why?” asked Elder Sun.

			“Well, because it brought the girl here, of course,” sputtered Elder Star, annoyed that he had to explain himself.

			“It did!” agreed Elder Moon. “And she may be the Long Awaited.”

			“But we don’t know that yet,” pointed out Elder Sun. “We won’t know until the seventeenth day after her arrival.”

			“How many more days are there until that?” asked Xander. Perhaps, he thought, there will be an engraving on this proposed shrine, and my name might be included as the one who found the boat.

			“Five,” chorused several villagers.

			“Yes, five,” Pascale agreed, feeling suddenly lightheaded. She wiped moisture from her brow with the back of her hand, wondering if she had ever before been so very hot.

			Mrs. Riverstone, along with her children, was watching from the back of the room. She observed how harshly the blistering heat and humidity was affecting Pascale. Of course, the girl was unused to the extreme temperatures, and she hadn’t a wide-brimmed hat such as most island women wore for protection on such days. 

			Touching the brim of her own hat, Mrs. Riverstone had an idea. Here was a chance for Vimal to make proper amends for his rudeness to Pascale a few short days earlier. It was true he had apologized, but a stronger gesture couldn’t hurt, and this seemed a perfect opportunity.

			She slipped the hat from her head and, leaning down, spoke quietly to her son.

			“Vimal, take this hat to Pascale — give it to her with our compliments.”

			“Yes, Mother.” 

			Vimal took the hat and forced an amiable look onto his face. He could hardly wait for the next five days to pass, so that Pascale would be exposed as the fraud she was. Then all of this fussing and catering to her could come to an end.

			In the meantime, he knew he must continue to hide his hostility. He stopped in front of Pascale and lifted the hat, waving it to create a refreshing gust of air about her head.

			“We saw that you had no hat,” he said. “And Mother has sent you this one, which is yours to keep.”

			“Oh, my!” Pascale said. “I am so grateful to have it. Please show me where your mother is so I can go and thank her.”

			“Of course.” Vimal smiled. “But first, let me help you put it on.”

			Pascale nodded her agreement and bent her head forward. Kenta and Karuna stepped back to allow Vimal to position the bonnet. 

			“I will do my best to get it just right,” he said, probing and prodding and making adjustments. 

			Suddenly, he let out an anguished cry and jolted upright. Alarmed, Pascale lifted her head to see what was wrong, and saw a mask (for it was a mask) of misery on the boy’s face.

			“No! No! No!” he cried. “What have I done?”

			Pascale blinked in confusion. A feeling of cold dread wrapped itself around her heart. And then Vimal spoke again.

			“Something terrible has happened,” he cried. “I have accidentally killed your beetle!”

			With that, he lifted his hand so that Pascale could see, between his thumb and forefinger, the squished remains of Inch.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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			Betrayal and Blessings

			For the thinnest sliver of time, Pascale could not grasp what she had just seen and heard. It was as though a strange cosmic shift had suspended her in that dreadful moment, while the rhythm of life continued forward without her.

			Kenta and Karuna moved quickly back to her side, ready to offer what comfort they could. Their kindness surrounded her as the awfulness of what had happened began to sink in. Pascale’s lips moved soundlessly while nearby Vimal murmured again and again how sorry he was.

			His voice was anguished and Pascale had no doubt his remorse was sincere. He had come to do her a good turn and it had gone horribly wrong, but it would be just as wrong to cast blame on him. Not when his intentions had been nothing but kind.

			Because of this, she struggled to hold her grief in check, a feat made easier by the shock of the moment. Even so, she could not prevent the tears from spilling out and trickling down her cheeks.

			Everyone near enough to have witnessed the sad event turned their attention to the stricken girl. Only the briefest of glances fell on Vimal, which was his good fortune. If anyone had looked closely, they may have caught a glint of triumph in his eyes, for the eyes often betray the heart’s secrets.

			And indeed, Vimal’s thoughts contradicted the despair he pretended to feel. Those thoughts were self-satisfied and dancing with the glee of revenge. 

			Best of all, he was certain to get away with it. No one would ever suspect his actions had been deliberate.

			The idea to do this terrible thing had come to him almost as soon as his mother placed her bonnet in his hands and sent him to give it to Pascale. What a simple matter it would be, he thought, to do away with that nasty beetle, and to make it look like an innocent mistake. 

			His mind was made up before he reached her. He would show that girl!

			And he had, even if he alone knew what he had done. 

			Word was spreading and the crowd around them grew as others moved closer. It was true no one understood Pascale’s peculiar attachment to Inch, but that did not lessen their sympathy. Their hearts were touched by the anguish on her face.

			Pascale’s head was down, her shoulders slumped. She seemed shrunken, somehow, and had grown very, very still.

			Karuna was on her right, an arm gently cradling her friend’s shoulder, while Kenta stood at the other side.

			Vimal put a hand over his mouth and pretended to choke back a sob. He told her once more he was so very sorry. 

			Pascale’s hand fluttered up then, and wiped tears from her cheeks. She tried to answer Vimal, but her throat hurt so much it took several attempts before she managed to speak.

			“You are not to blame,” she said at last. And her hand, still wet with tears, floated across the space between them and lighted gently on his.

			It was but a ghost of a touch and yet it sent the oddest feeling up the boy’s arm and straight to his heart. In an instant, the pleasure his terrible deed had brought him crumbled into dust.

			Pascale knew nothing of this. The only thought on her mind was her tiny friend.

			“Oh, Inch,” she whispered piteously. “Inch, Inch.”

			And to everyone’s enormous surprise, looking as though he had been suddenly wakened and summoned forth, Inch wobbled out from under her bangs, down her forehead, and stood squarely between her eyes.

			“Inch!” cried Pascale. “You’re alive!”

			Vimal gasped, this time in genuine shock! Heart pounding furiously, he tore wild-eyed from the building and raced home as fast as his feet could carry him. With every bounding step his fear grew. 

			“I know I squashed that bug,” he told himself.

			His mind went over the moment — how he had felt carefully for the beetle as he adjusted the bonnet on Pascale’s head. Excitement had surged through him when his probing fingers found what they were seeking and closed together, squeezing as hard as they could. 

			Had he not seen with his own eyes how it was crushed, its insides pushed out, before he flung the thing away?

			There could only be one explanation for its return to life, moments later. 

			“The girl has some kind of strange power,” he whispered to himself.

			His heart froze with terror at that thought. It could only mean Pascale really was the Long Awaited. And who knew what his plan to kill her beetle might mean to the fate of TeJÉ? 

			Vimal would never know that his malicious attempt to murder Inch had actually been foiled by Oralee Oceansong’s raisin.
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			The traditional giving of stones to the newly married couple took place the following afternoon. Irina and Gabor joyfully welcomed the villagers who arrived at the door of their new home.

			It did not take long for the collection of stones to build up. A small handful grew slowly until there was a modest mound. As the afternoon slipped by, it swelled and expanded and as always happened, it seemed as though the love in the new couple’s home also grew.

			The beautiful thing about this tradition was that the gifts came with meaning. Each person or family brought, along with the stones, words of blessing for the couple and their new life together. In this way the stones became messages, soon to be permanently embedded in the main floor, forever representing the abiding love of their community.

			Because she and Oralee were giving a stone together, Pascale joined the Oceansongs when they visited the couple. Oralee made her presentation first.

			“I gathered a lot of stones and I had such a hard time picking which ones to give you,” she said earnestly. “I wanted to be sure I gave you the best ones because I really, really like you!”

			Irina and Gabor nodded and somehow managed to maintain solemn expressions, although their eyes twinkled at the child’s innocent charm. 

			“These are the ones I finally decided to give you,” Oralee said, holding her hands forward to show them her stones before she laid them on the pile.

			“They are lovely!” said Irina.

			“Very fine stones!” added Gabor. “They will be a wonderful part of our home.”

			Oralee beamed and stepped back. Just as quickly, she lurched forward again, having remembered that a blessing should accompany the gift.

			“And I wish you EVERY good thing!” she said. She threw her arms wide apart to demonstrate the full largesse of her words.

			Irina and Gabor thanked her, and Irina told her she must be sure to come over to see her stones in the floor once it had been set with resin.

			Pascale then stepped forward shyly and placed her stone with the others.

			“Oralee and I found this together,” she said. “So it is from both of us.”

			Gabor’s eyes widened at the sight of the unusual stone, which was easily the most beautiful one there. He reached out to pick it up and he and Irina admired it for a moment. Every couple chose a special stone for the central position in their floor, one which all the others would be arranged around, but no one in the village had such a specimen as this.

			“My wish is that you will always love each other,” Pascale said, pleased with how well her gift had been received.

			Then it was time for Mr. and Mrs. Oceansong. They went forward and added their stones to those already collected there.

			“We wish you much happiness,” said Mr. Oceansong.

			“Thank you,” Irina and Gabor said together.

			“And may you be blessed with good health all your days,” said Mrs. Oceansong.

			As their visitors left, Irina felt a shiver of fear. The last words echoed in her mind. All your days. But how many would that be? The next day was the seventh from the time the butterflies had appeared, and she could not free herself from a single thought.

			What if …?

			Her eyes drifted to Gabor’s dear face. Her husband! How she loved him. 

			What if …?

			But no! She mustn’t think such things. Look how healthy he was, how strong! She was being foolish.

			And yet, she knew it would be a great relief when the next day was over and Gabor was still at her side. He simply couldn’t be the one death was coming for.

			Anyone but him!

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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			TeJÉ Waits for Death

			Pascale noticed it as soon as she left Mrs. Wintercreek’s home the next morning — a kind of hush had fallen over the village. In spite of the rising warmth of the day, it reminded her of winter back in her home. Whenever a heavy snowfall came, the whole world seemed magically still and muted.

			But this silence was missing the peaceful quiet that accompanied a blanket of snow. It was heavy and ominous and Pascale could almost feel the tension in the air. Few villagers were outside and those she encountered merely nodded or spoke a word or two and continued about their business.

			Everyone’s thoughts were on one thing. Death was coming, and no one knew who would be gone by the day’s end.

			If the butterflies came to the Tree of Sorrows when one among them was ill and failing, there was a sense of quiet resignation — of expectation. But that was not the case this time.

			The Elders and other islanders who had reached advanced ages began the day wondering: will it be me? Several of them were afraid. A few were curious. But mostly they were hopeful, each of them, that this was someone else’s final day.

			As natural as it was that TeJÉ’s older inhabitants would be most occupied with thoughts of death, it would be inaccurate to suggest it was not on virtually everyone’s mind that day. In particular, the Apprentice Healer, Zarel Duckpuddle, was struggling to remain calm.

			He was not having much success. Between the wee hours of the morning when he awakened and early afternoon, Zarel experienced more symptoms than he had even known existed. There were chills and aches, fevers and cold sweats, and a terribly inflamed throat. His head throbbed, his nose ran, his feet suddenly felt swollen, and then so did his tongue. He fanned himself one moment and clutched a heavy blanket the next. He found red blotches on his torso and pale white patches on his legs. The list went on and on.

			It went on so long, in fact, that it was difficult for the poor youth to keep up with his own diagnoses. He’d contracted a deadly water virus, scratched himself on a poisonous plant, caught a rare lung infection, consumed some toxic bit of food. He was certain his heart would fail any moment, if, that is, some form of paralysis didn’t first cause him to fall face-first into the dirt and suffocate. The causes and means of Zarel’s impending demise were many and each of them was dreadful to contemplate.

			Not for one moment did the young man suspect his symptoms were nothing more than figments of his imagination, brought on by worry and fear. To him, they were very real and therefore terrifying.

			It was not long after lunchtime (not that he’d eaten a bite) when a rap came at his door. For one dreadful second Zarel was convinced it was Death. He had just enough time to feel surprise that Death had the good manners to knock when the door swung open and Kenta’s familiar face appeared.

			“Hello?” 

			“Kenta!” he cried in a shuddering gasp. “I thought you were, well, never mind who I thought you were. Come in, come in. Are you here to say goodbye to me?”

			“I thought I would start by saying hello,” Kenta said. “Also, Pascale is with me.”

			“Good morning,” Pascale said, emerging from behind Kenta. How glad she’d been when he’d come looking for her! Walking alone on this day had begun to feel creepy.

			Zarel dabbed at his forehead and coughed weakly. “Well, come in, the two of you,” he said. 

			Kenta and Pascale stepped inside and looked around. The place was chaotic from the frenzied actions of its occupant, with towels and basins and bottles containing various elixirs strewn everywhere. They ignored the mess and crossed the room to Zarel’s side.

			“You will never see me again,” he lamented sadly. 

			“In that case, we ought to have the best visit we can,” Kenta said lightly. “But you do look poorly. Have you eaten?”

			“Who can think of food at a time like this?” Zarel sniffed. “I’m practically a goner.”

			“Well, there’s no sense in going on an empty stomach,” Kenta said.

			“We could fix you something if you like,” Pascale added.

			Zarel raised himself on one arm. “I don’t know if I have enough strength left to chew,” he said pathetically. “But I’ll try if it will please you.”

			Pascale and Kenta rummaged in the kitchen and found a round loaf of rich, dark bread covered with chopped nuts. She sliced a piece, and Kenta spooned crushed berries on it and put it on a plate. They added a fig and two apricots and set the food on a small table near Zarel.

			“There now, eat!” Kenta urged. “It may be just what is needed to pull you through.”

			Zarel nibbled a tiny bite followed by a bigger one and then another. Before long he had finished the lot. 

			“I do feel just a little better,” he said. “Not that I dare get my hopes up.”

			Kenta and Pascale remained at his side for a while longer and by the time they left, Zarel’s spirits were considerably lifted. He even answered, “Perhaps you will!” when they told him they would see him soon.

			“What a good idea it was to visit Zarel,” Pascale said as they neared the middle of town.

			“I knew he’d be in a state, alone in the house today,” Kenta answered. “His mom takes care of Mr. Rainpatter in the daytime and his father is part of the fishing team.”

			“It was good for us too,” Pascale observed, thinking of how helping Zarel had given them something to focus on other than the anxiety of the day. 

			“It was,” Kenta agreed. “And I —”

			There his words fell off, for hurrying toward them were Kenta’s mother, along with his sister Irina and brand-new brother-in-law Gabor. Their faces showed immediately that something was wrong.

			Pascale’s first thought was that they were bearing news of a death, but that was not the case. As soon as they were close enough to speak, Irina explained.

			“The stone Pascale gave to us has gone missing!”

			“What? How could that happen?” Kenta said.

			“It’s a mystery!” said Mrs. Morningbay. “It was there yesterday and now it’s disappeared.”

			“Was it stolen?” Pascale asked. 

			“Of course not!” said Gabor. “There is no crime on TeJÉ.”

			“None!” agreed Irina. “Anyway, we are on our way to the Place of Matters. The Elders will help us find out what has happened to it.”

			“No doubt it will soon be found,” Kenta said. “Let me know if I can help.”

			Pascale and Kenta left the others then and headed to the Cloudwater home in order to visit Karuna.

			At the same time, Mrs. Morningbay, Irina, and Gabor continued on their way toward the Place of Matters to seek the wisdom of the Elders in solving this peculiar happening. 

			It would be the last time the three ever walked together.

			Death was coming to TeJÉ.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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			The Elders Consider

			The Elders all turned eagerly toward Mrs. Morningbay, Irina, and Gabor as they entered the Place of Matters. As was true whenever the village was waiting for a visit from Death, the day had been dragging along in a most sluggish manner, which made the appearance of any islanders a welcome sight.

			None of the Elders had managed a nap, even though they each had moments of drowsiness. The thought lingered in the back of their minds that, if they fell asleep, they may never awaken. And so they had been unable to pass the hours curled up and slumbering peacefully as they would normally have done when their wisdom was not needed by the villagers.

			As the hours crept by, the Elders had passed their time watching the entryway, wishing someone would come by for advice or a chat. And while none of them would have cared to admit it, they were also watching each other. Not exactly in a macabre manner — you could not say any one of them was actually hoping to see either of the others keel over — but they each held the opinion that this would be a better outcome than their own demise, if one of them had to go.

			But now, at long last, a few villagers were approaching. The Elders adjusted themselves, sitting up straighter in their chairs, and waited.

			“Elders,” Mrs. Morningbay said without preamble, “we come with distressing news.”

			“Someone has died!” said Elder Moon, just a little too cheerily.

			“No … at least, not that we have heard,” Mrs. Morningbay said. “We have come to seek your help with a strange happening.”

			“What kind of strange happening?” Elder Star asked. 

			“Something has gone missing,” said Irina. She hesitated then, which caused Elder Star to lean forward impatiently. He very nearly fell from his chair.

			“What?” asked Elder Star, grasping the arms of his chair just in time. “What has gone missing?”

			“A stone.”

			“A stone!” chorused the astonished Elders. “A stone?”

			“One of the stones for our floor,” Gabor explained. “The one Pascale gave us.”

			“Many of these stones look alike,” observed Elder Moon. “Perhaps you just forget which one it was.”

			“No, this stone was unusual,” Irina said. She described it, and told the Elders it was the stone they had chosen for the central place of honor in their floor.

			“Do you have any idea,” said Elder Sun, “how this stone could have disappeared?”

			“We don’t know,” admitted Irina, “but we searched carefully and looked through all of the stones we received. It was there yesterday, but now it is definitely gone.”

			“I wonder —” said Elder Sun. “Could it have been taken on purpose?”

			“He is always wondering,” grumbled Elder Moon. “There is no need to slow things down, Elder Sun, with your excessive love of deliberation.”

			“Besides,” pointed out Elder Star, “that would be a crime and everyone knows that crime is not permitted on TeJÉ.”

			Irina and Gabor exchanged an uneasy glance. Mrs. Morningbay put her arm around her daughter’s shoulder and whispered, “Elder Star is right — there must be an innocent explanation.”

			“There is only one thing to do,” said Elder Moon after a slight pause. “We shall have to send out a Statement of Inquiry.”

			Such an inquiry was a common practice on TeJÉ. It was employed whenever something had been lost, or a detail of history was forgotten, or any other matter arose that may be solved more quickly if the entire community was consulted. 

			In short order this plan was agreed to. A Statement of Inquiry saying the stone had been lost and asking for help in locating it was to be prepared and dispatched through the usual message route.

			Irina and Gabor thanked the Elders and left the Place of Matters with Mrs. Morningbay at their side. As they were parting ways, Mrs. Morningbay kissed her daughter’s cheek and reassured her once more that the stone would turn up.

			“I do hope Mother is right,” Irina said to Gabor as they started along the pathway home. “That was the most wonderful stone I have ever seen. It almost seemed to be alive.”

			Gabor took his wife’s hand. “I hope so too, but we mustn’t be too disappointed if we don’t get it back,” he said.

			“I will try, but I must admit my heart is set on seeing it in the middle of our floor,” Irina said.

			Ah, the things we hold dear! Irina’s heart would have cared nothing at all about the stone if she had known what was about to take place.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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			Death Comes to TeJÉ

			The spider was actually quite pretty. It had a brown head and striped red and brown legs, and its body very much resembled a golden sunset. It was a breed so rare that it could only be found on the tiny island of TeJÉ.

			It had been near a footpath, under a broken and rotting branch, when a toad, in pursuit of a snack, launched itself from the spider’s hiding place. This sent the branch and its occupant out onto the footpath, flinging the spider into the air in the process.

			The first thing the spider came in contact with as it fell was an ankle, and it did what spiders do under such circumstances. It bit the ankle, injecting venom, before skittering off into the cover of the forest. 

			The spider’s role in the story was done, but the venom it left behind had just begun its work. At first, there was a sharp stinging sensation, and within minutes the spot the spider’s fangs had punctured was red and painful and beginning to swell.

			Many bites hurt at first, but very few are serious. The spider’s victim did not know what had caused the bite and therefore was not unduly alarmed. Not until a short time later when muscle spasms made walking more and more difficult and the pain spread and grew increasingly intense. 

			By the time it had become difficult for her to breathe, Mrs. Morningbay knew without the slightest doubt that she was the one death would be calling for that day. Each labored breath, each painful spasm in her body, carried her closer and closer to that moment.
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			Pascale was half asleep late that evening when there came a sharp rapping on the door of Mrs. Wintercreek’s little house. She stumbled from her bed and had crossed to the door by the time Mrs. Wintercreek emerged from her own room.

			“Don’t hurry,” Pascale told her. “I will get it.” 

			She tugged the door open and was surprised to find that the late caller was Karuna. She was trembling and even in the pale rays of twilight Pascale saw that her eyes were red and swollen. 

			“Karuna! What is it? What has happened?” Pascale said. 

			“Kenta and Irina’s mother has died,” Karuna sobbed.

			“Oh no!” Pascale cried. “How terrible!”

			“So terrible,” Karuna agreed. She drew in a deep breath to steady her voice. “Please, if you are the one —”

			Pascale did not immediately grasp what was being asked of her, but behind her, Mrs. Wintercreek understood, and said gently, “She is wondering if perhaps there is something you can do.”

			“Kenta is our friend!” Karuna said, nodding. “And Irina is our teacher. If you are the Long Awaited, please — can you help them?”

			Pascale looked at Karuna’s sorrowful face and felt her own eyes filling with tears. She shook her head sadly.

			“Of course, I would help if I could,” she said. “But I cannot.”

			Karuna’s lip quivered and her shoulders sagged with disappointment. Pascale reached out to hug her.

			“Then come with me to tell them,” Karuna said. “It was Kenta who sent me to ask if you could help. He is waiting for an answer along with Irina at her new home.”

			Pascale changed quickly from her nightwear and the two set off on their unhappy errand. As they walked, Karuna told her how Mrs. Morningbay had barely made it home before collapsing.

			“Kenta was outside gathering leaves when he heard his father cry out. He rushed into the house and had just enough time to take his mother’s hand and tell her he loved her before she was gone.”

			The girls then fell silent as they completed the walk to Irina and Gabor’s house. Gabor met them at the door and silently ushered them inside, where Kenta and Irina sat huddled together.

			Irina’s eyes sought Pascale’s face at once. What she saw told her instantly that there was no hope, and she slumped forward, drawing Kenta to her.

			“You cannot help us,” she said flatly.

			“I’m so sorry,” Pascale said. “I wish I could.”

			“Our mother,” Kenta moaned. “How can this be? She was with us this morning — how can she be gone?”

			Pascale wished she knew the right thing to say, something that might offer comfort at such a time. But such words did not come and, feeling helpless, she told them again that she was very, truly sorry.

			Karuna and Pascale sat quietly with the mourners for a while. When it came time to leave, they were convinced they had done nothing at all of any benefit, which was a mistake. It is often the simple acts of caring that bring the greatest solace.

			Later, back in her room at Mrs. Wintercreek’s home, Pascale sat staring out the window, thinking of how terrible it was for Irina and Kenta to have lost their mother so suddenly. 

			She glanced at her lap, where her hands rested, clasped together. Inch had made his way down and was sitting on her thumb. As she looked more closely, Pascale thought there was something sympathetic about the way the beetle’s head was slanted and — was it her imagination or was he stroking her hand?

			Pascale smiled at her own overactive imagination. Her eyes drifted to the moon and stars, glowing against the deep dark of the night, and a memory came to her of her mother, tucking her into bed and singing her a song about the moon. Snatches of the lyrics drifted across her mind and she tried, but without success, to capture all the words of the song.

			Pascale recalled how, when she had finished singing, her mother would lean down to kiss her goodnight, and tell her, “Always remember, no matter where you are in the whole wide world, the same moon will be shining down on both of us.”

			Pascale’s heart ached. She wondered if perchance her mother may, this very moment, be looking up at the moon and thinking of her. 

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY
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			Farewell to Mrs. Morningbay

			The Elders were not in their usual position when Pascale, along with Mrs. Wintercreek, entered the Place of Matters. It was there that the villagers had gathered to say goodbye to one of their own. The platform that usually held the Elders’ chairs was occupied by a small group of musicians, who sat quietly with their crude instruments. 

			Once everyone else was seated, a couple rose and went to stand in front of the musicians. They spoke for a few moments about Mrs. Morningbay’s contributions to the community, and to her family, and said, very simply, that she would be greatly missed.

			Then it was time for the music. Pascale was surprised by what she heard, which was nothing like a traditional song. Instead, there were sounds like wind and waves, like thunder and rain, like grass rustling and the faraway calls of birds and wildlife. It went on for some time, and a great feeling of peace came over Pascale. It was as though the sounds of nature had been woven into her heart.

			Afterward, the farewell procession moved slowly, winding its way out of the Place of Matters and along first one path and then another, out and away from the village.

			Mr. Morningbay, Kenta, Irina, and Gabor were at the head of the line. After them came other family members and close friends, and then the rest of the villagers. Everyone who was able attended the farewell ceremony and burial whenever death claimed an inhabitant of the island.

			TeJÉ had no graveyards or formal stones to mark where their departed had been buried. The idea of designating a single resting place for everyone would have seemed foreign and strange to the islanders. After all, some of the villagers loved the water, some loved the cool shade of wooded areas, some loved fields where wildflowers grew.

			For this reason, it was always left to the family to select a place for burial, if burial is what was chosen, and that was so in this case. The single restriction was that it must be done a certain distance away from homes and crops.

			The mourners reached the outskirts of the village and paused so that those carrying the burial box could yield their load to fresh hands. 

			Except for variations in size, the burial boxes were always the same. Fashioned from the wood of the acacia tree, each box was carefully smoothed and rubbed with plant oils until it took on a soft gleam. Simple, yet elegant, the boxes were thickly lined with palm and banana leaves before remains were placed inside.

			Mrs. Wintercreek had by this time joined several of her friends, and Pascale walked with Karuna and the rest of the Cloudwater family. The girls spoke in hushed tones about Kenta and how heartbroken he must be and of how very sad it was for Irina to have lost her mother so soon after her Union Day.

			Young Ling Cloudwater was near enough to overhear, and Ling was young enough to believe that one loss and another were very much the same.

			“Irina lost her stone, also,” he said, proud to be part of the conversation.

			Karuna gave an impatient wave, as she often did when her brother spoke, and so he turned to Pascale.

			“Do you think,” he said, “the missing stone will be found?”

			“I don’t know, Ling,” Pascale said.

			“Then what do you guess?” he persisted, as four-year-olds often do.

			“I can’t make a guess,” Pascale said. “It will depend on where it is and how it got there.”

			But Pascale’s own words troubled her. How could a stone get anywhere, unless …

			She tried to shake the thought off, but it was stubborn and clung to her. Someone, or something, must have moved the stone. But why?

			She was still turning this question over in her mind when the procession slowed and came to a stop. Mr. Morningbay lifted his hand into the air, which brought the crowd’s idle conversations back to Mrs. Morningbay and her grieving family.

			“What is happening?” Pascale whispered to Karuna.

			Karuna explained that a raised arm meant this was the place he had chosen for his wife’s burial. Now a circle would be formed around the mourners and the youngest and most able-bodied villagers would begin to dig. 

			“It is an especially difficult time for the family, ”Karuna told Pascale. “Watching as the grave is dug is very hard. We will all do our best to comfort them with songs and chants until the burial box is lowered and covered.”

			But … something strange was happening. Karuna stopped speaking and a puzzled look sprang to her face. Her father was hurrying toward the front of the line.

			“No, no,” Mr. Cloudwater protested. “This is not a good burial place for Mrs. Morningbay!”

			Mr. Cloudwater’s family was bewildered by his actions, and they were not alone. None of the islanders could remember such a thing happening before! Objecting to the burial place Mr. Morningbay had chosen for his wife? What could Mr. Cloudwater be thinking?

			The Morningbay family stood silent with shock, but Gabor found his voice.

			“What do you mean by challenging the place my father-in-law has chosen?” he demanded.

			“There are too many thistles here,” Mr. Cloudwater said. “And that tree is too close — its roots may disturb the resting place.”

			“This is preposterous,” Gabor replied. “I’ve never heard such a thing. Besides, the choice is not yours to make.”

			Mr. Morningbay stepped forward then. He put a hand on his new son-in-law’s shoulder and nodded, to show his thanks and to signal that he was ready to speak for himself.

			“Twenty-three years ago, by this very tree, we had a fine picnic lunch — this good woman we will bury today and I. It was here that I gathered the courage to propose. So this is the place my wife will be laid to rest, and when my time comes I wish to be placed at her side.” 

			Mr. Cloudwater looked oddly stricken, but he said nothing more as the diggers stepped forward. Before they could begin shoveling, a mound of rocks had to be cleared away. None were too large, and the men began to move them aside, one by one.

			When the rocks had been shifted out of the way, Mr. Morningbay stepped up and took a shovel from one of the diggers. Tradition dictated that a family member should lift the first shovelful of earth out of the way, and then the laborers would complete the task.

			Mr. Morningbay raised the shovel, but just as it was about to strike the ground, a stifled wail rose eerily into the air. 

			It was coming from Mr. Cloudwater.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


			[image: ]

			A Secret Revealed

			The villagers stared open-mouthed at Mr. Cloudwater. No one had ever seen him behaving so strangely before. First the protest about the location, and now this odd lament. It was unfathomable.

			A few folks darted questioning looks at Mrs. Cloudwater and the children, but it was evident they were just as mystified as everyone else. Pascale gave Karuna’s hand a reassuring squeeze. 

			“Why are you crying, Papa?” Ling asked. “Mama, what is wrong with Papa?”

			Ling received no reply from either parent. Mr. Cloudwater had managed to silence himself by gulping in deep breaths, while Mrs. Cloudwater had been struck dumb with embarrassment.

			It was Mr. Morningbay who spoke.

			“Please — let us remember why we are here today, friends.”

			With that, focus shifted back to the matter at hand and Mr. Morningbay thrust the shovel downward. It slid into the earth with surprisingly little resistance, and the first shovelful of dirt was removed.

			Tradition carried out, Mr. Morningbay would normally have stepped away, returning the implement to one of the diggers, but he did not. Instead, he leaned forward, and then knelt on the ground peering into the small hole he had made. In the next instance, he was reaching down and lifting out a leather pouch.

			Mr. Cloudwater gave a sharp cry and sprang forward, hand outstretched.

			“That is mine!” he said. “I lost it a while ago and have been looking for it ever since.”

			Mr. Morningbay made no move to hand the object over.

			“Mr. Cloudwater,” he said grimly, “whatever this is, it was deliberately buried and hidden under rocks. Considering how loose the earth covering it was, it was done not long ago and your actions make it clear you are the one who put it here.”

			“Even so, it is mine!” Mr. Cloudwater said. “I demand that you give it to me at once.”

			But Mr. Morningbay did not. Instead, he unraveled the strings that secured the pouch, opened the flap, and peered inside. A shadow of anger passed over his face. He turned toward his children and beckoned for Irina.

			She approached slowly, as though frightened, and looked into the pouch, which her father held open to her. There was a sharp intake of breath as she recognized what rested within.

			“Our stone! Gabor, it’s our missing stone!”

			Recovering the stone should have been happy news, even under such unhappy circumstances, but of course, it was not. It could not be, because it was abundantly clear to everyone that Mr. Cloudwater had stolen it from Irina and Gabor.

			How could this be? Mr. Cloudwater had committed a crime! Those who were standing near to him drew back, as though being too close may somehow taint them.

			Even Mrs. Cloudwater turned away from her husband. Her face was red with humiliation and her shoulders slumped, weighed down by the disgrace of what her husband had done.

			For several moments there was a buzz of conversation. Villagers asked each other what was to be done next, but because their society was unfamiliar with crime, no one could offer an answer.

			It was Gabor who called for the burial proceedings to continue. 

			“Please,” he said. “Let us not have Mrs. Morningbay’s memory dishonored. All else can wait for its proper time.”

			It was then, as attention shifted back to the burial, that the Cloudwater family slipped away. Mrs. Cloudwater and Karuna wept openly as they walked, heads down. It was as though the family had been enveloped by a brume of shame.

			Pascale’s heart was heavy as she watched them go. The hardest part was being unable to say or do anything at that moment to help Karuna. Resolving to find some way to comfort her friend as soon as possible, she turned her eyes back to the burial of Mrs. Morningbay.

			Finally, the diggers had opened the earth enough to receive the box. As it was lowered into the ground Irina clung to Gabor, whose strong arms held her upright in spite of her grief, while Mr. Morningbay’s hand rested on Kenta’s head. As brave as they tried to be, their faces crumbled as sobs and tears could be held back no longer. The family’s grief, overwhelming in this final moment, incited a swell of sadness that left few dry faces in the gathered crowd. 

			Pascale was no exception, even though she had known the family for such a short time. And yet, even as her heart ached for the sorrow before her, she felt hands — one on each side — take hold of hers, and she realized that, in their grief, the villagers were reaching out to each other, joining together in rows that spoke of unity and love.

			They stayed this way, singing quietly to the family while the workers completed the task of closing Mrs. Morningbay’s burial place.

			And then it was finished. The earth was tamped down, a moment was given to silent contemplation, and the islanders turned, almost as one, to return to the Place of Matters. 

			The walk back to the village was quiet and respectful. Pascale was surprised to learn that a party was to begin.

			Unlike the earlier events which had focused on her death, the party was a celebration of Mrs. Morningbay’s life. Stories were shared — happy and funny and touching stories. There were tears, but they were mingled with smiles and laughter. Platters of food were brought out and the community took nourishment together as one large family.

			At one point Inch decided to join the festivities. Pascale felt a tickle on the bridge of her nose just before he slid down, launching himself off the tip and gliding through the air to land on her shirt. 

			This sort of antic had alarmed Pascale the first few times he’d done it. She had feared her tiny friend would fall and harm himself, or perhaps be lost to her, but experience had taught her not to worry. 

			And sure enough, he scurried about, helped himself to a snack, and then wandered safely across her shoulder and out of sight.

			When it was all over, Pascale found Mrs. Wintercreek and the two walked back home together. 

			It had been an exhausting day, full of so many emotions, and Pascale fell into a deep sleep as soon as she laid her head down.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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			A Community Ponders

			The next morning Mr. Cloudwater was brought before the Elders. Being too old and feeble to make the long walk for the burial, the Elders had not been at the grave site the day before. It was not until later that evening they’d learned the missing stone had been recovered, and that Mr. Cloudwater’s actions had shown he was guilty of taking it.

			A theft! On TeJÉ!

			This was the most serious offence they had ever had to deal with. After conferring with each other at some length, a course of action was decided and all villagers who were able were asked to attend a special meeting.

			Elder Star called the meeting to order. As soon as the room had grown silent, he and Elder Moon indicated that Elder Sun would speak for the three of them in this most serious matter.

			Elder Sun first asked that Irina and Gabor, being the wronged parties, come and stand one on either side of him. When they had done this, he called for Mr. Cloudwater’s two nearest neighbors to walk forward with him and to remain with him to provide whatever support he may need.

			“Mr. Cloudwater, you have been accused of the theft of a stone,” Elder Sun said. “Is this charge true, or untrue?”

			Mr. Cloudwater had undergone a marked transformation since the day before. He stood with his eyes cast down. His face was ashen and seemed to droop.

			“True,” he said.

			“I see. Then please explain why you did this thing,” Elder Sun said.

			“I don’t know why, except I wanted it so badly,” Mr. Cloudwater said. “I’ve never done such a thing before, but I must admit I’ve been tempted many times. It began years ago when my wife had gathered stones for the new Willowbrook home. There was a red stone in the lot. There was something about it — I can’t even explain what, but I could hardly stand to see her give it away.”

			Mrs. Cloudwater was seated nearby. She remained still and stared straight ahead. Karuna and Ling were at her side. Their hands were clasped in their laps and both children’s eyes were cast down.

			The other villagers had left a space around the Cloudwater family and this gave them the appearance of being isolated, although the intention had been to allow them some small measure of privacy. 

			Mr. Cloudwater drew a long, slow breath, as though to delay the next part of his statement, for he knew he must make a full confession.

			“Each time I came upon a stone I wanted for myself, it was harder to keep from taking it. Somehow, I became convinced the stones wanted me too, as if they were capable of feelings. It sounds mad now, telling it, but it’s the truth.”

			“Mr. Cloudwater, I feel I must remind you that your late mother was an Elder for a good number of years,” Elder Sun said sadly. “Did she never impart any special lessons that could have helped you with these thoughts and desires?”

			Mr. Cloudwater lowered his eyes. “She did,” he said wretchedly. “Please — I cannot bear to think of all the ways I have failed my family and community, and even my mother.”

			“Can you explain what made you cross the line from coveting to stealing?” asked Elder Sun.

			“When I saw that particular stone, the desire to have it was more powerful than anything I’d ever felt before,” Mr. Cloudwater said. “I thought, if I took it, just this one stone — if I could have it and hold it anytime I wanted to, I was sure I would be satisfied, and never long for anything else.”

			It seemed he was finished, but before Elder Sun could speak again, Mr. Cloudwater had one more thing to say.

			“It didn’t work that way. As soon as I took that stone and hid it, I could hardly think of anything except how much I wanted more.”

			“Why did you never ask any of us for help with this problem?” Elder Sun inquired. “The Elders are always here to offer guidance.”

			“I was ashamed,” said Mr. Cloudwater. “I didn’t want anyone to know I had such thoughts.”

			“If there is nothing else you wish to say,” Elder Sun told him, “I would like to invite Irina and Gabor to tell you how your actions affected them.”

			The couple stood and looked at Mr. Cloudwater, but his head was down and he did not meet their eyes.

			“Please face your victims,” Elder Sun said simply.

			Mr. Cloudwater did as he was asked, although his chin rose ever so slowly.

			“Mr. Cloudwater,” Irina said, meeting his eyes, “you have been in my family’s home and we have been in yours. I have taught your children at Lessons and always treated them as I would want a child of my very own to be treated. I have done no harm to you, or to any member of your family, at any time.”

			Irina turned to Gabor with a small nod, and he spoke next.

			“Our families have been there for each other through hardships and through good times. Our sense of community, of security, and of trust was shattered by your actions. While we go forward with hope, life on TeJÉ has been changed in a way that may be difficult to overcome. And for what? For a stone.”

			The couple, having said all they cared to, stepped down from the platform. Elder Sun resumed his duties.

			“And now we come to the matter of what action is to be taken,” said Elder Sun. “The Authority of Trust gives us only two choices when it comes to dealing with a crime committed by one villager against another.” 

			Elder Sun paused just long enough to be sure everyone was listening. 

			“The first choice is exile.”

			Shocked whispers throughout the Place of Matters made it necessary for Elder Sun to raise his hand for silence.

			“The second choice is pardon. However, in order for a pardon to be granted, the vote must be unanimous. If a single vote is cast in favor of exiling the offender, then that is the sentence that must be carried out and Mr. Cloudwater, together with his family, will be sent to live alone on the other side of the island, and may have no contact with this village until two summers have passed.”

			At this declaration, Karuna looked as though she may faint. Pascale somehow found the nerve to go to her, to offer what support she could give. As she reached Karuna, Pascale was surprised to find that Kenta had also made his way there. Neither spoke, but their presence gave Karuna courage.

			Elder Sun then explained that the Authority of Trust required a secret vote in such matters, and a box was quickly set up. All villagers who were present and at least seventeen years of age were instructed to scratch either “exile” or “pardon” on a thin piece of bark, and deposit it in the box. 

			“The results will be announced as soon as the votes have been cast and reviewed,” Elder Sun said. 

			At first, Karuna insisted on staying and watching as people cast their votes. If the person voting looked toward the Cloudwater family sympathetically, she whispered, “Oh, I feel sure this is a good vote.” But if the person’s expression was grim and they did not look in that direction, Karuna could not hide her fear and despair. As her anxiety grew, she could no longer hold back tears. Finally, she allowed Pascale and Kenta to persuade her to take a walk on the beach with them.

			“What will we do?” Karuna asked miserably as they walked along the warm sand. “One vote — just think of it! One vote and we will be sent away for two whole years! I won’t be able to bear it.”

			Pascale sympathized with her friend. But even as she did, she could not help thinking her own predicament was much worse. Even if Karuna’s family was sent away, they knew they could return someday. Pascale had no assurance of ever again seeing her family or all that was dear and familiar to her. 

			She mentioned nothing of that as they walked along the water’s edge. At the same time, she resisted the temptation to assure Karuna everything would be all right. Who knew what the outcome might be? She had seen the reactions yesterday when the hidden stone had been discovered — the shock and dismay and outrage. 

			Pascale knew that her presence on the island would certainly factor in the vote. As they cast their ballots, many of the villagers must have been asking themselves how a theft on TeJÉ — and the way they dealt with it — would affect their fate if indeed she was the Long Awaited.

			This also, Pascale kept to herself as the three young people walked and waited.

			Every so often, at Karuna’s urging, Kenta was dispatched to the Place of Matters to check on the progress of the voting. After half a dozen such excursions, he announced that the time for them to return had come. 

			“They are almost finished with the tally,” he said.

			At that, Karuna gave a little cry and raced off toward the meeting hall, leaving Pascale and Kenta behind.

			“Should we try to catch up with her?” Pascale wondered aloud.

			“No, she’ll be joining her family in any case,” Kenta said. Then, after a moment, “There is something I have been wanting to talk to you about anyway.”

			“Oh?”

			“About the world out there — your world. I can’t help myself from thinking about all the wonderful things you told me of. Things beyond this island’s shores.”

			Kenta stopped moving forward. He reached out and took hold of Pascale’s hands, swinging her lightly to face him.

			“I want to ask something of you.”

			“Yes?”

			“If you leave on the seventeenth day — or ever — would you come back someday and take me to your world? If it is in your power to do so, of course.”

			Pascale hesitated. There was so much she felt she ought to say to Kenta. She wanted to tell him there are things that can never be found anywhere in the whole world except the place you call home, but in the end, she knew he could only discover this for himself. And so she made him a promise.

			“If I can, then I will.”

			Kenta’s eyes lit up and he gave Pascale a quick, clumsy hug. Then the two continued on their way to the Place of Matters.

			The meeting hall was almost full and the din of chatter made it feel even more crowded than it was. The Cloudwater family had already been called to the platform with the Elders and there they stood, waiting to learn their fate. Pascale’s breath caught in her throat and the pounding of her heart was an aching thud of fear for her friend.

			Elder Star rose and rapped his gavel until there was silence.

			“Friends,” he said, “the votes have now been reviewed and double-checked to be sure there has been no error.”

			Mrs. Cloudwater’s eyes were squeezed closed, but her hands found her children and held them close to her. Mr. Cloudwater stood slightly to their left with his head bowed.

			“By a count of three hundred and nineteen to zero, the people of TeJÉ have chosen to pardon Mr. Cloudwater. It shall be so.”

			Mr. Cloudwater wept.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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			A Place to Ponder

			Pascale wanted to be alone.

			She wanted to be alone because it was her sixteenth day on TeJÉ.

			Mrs. Wintercreek had mentioned it that morning, as though Pascale may not have been keeping track.

			“My, but the time is passing quickly. Can you believe it’s sixteen days since you came to stay with me? And I’ve enjoyed every one of them!”

			Pascale had managed to answer even though she felt as if there were a thousand jitterbugs stomping wildly in her tummy.

			“You’ve been so kind, and made me feel so welcome,” she said.

			And she meant it, but at that moment a very different thought was shouting in her head. 

			Tomorrow could be my last day here.

			That thought was with her, repeating itself all through the day. Late that afternoon, while walking along a stretch of beach that was narrow and covered with sharp rocks (the perfect place for anyone seeking solitude), she spoke the words aloud.

			“Tomorrow could be my last day here.”

			Except, her heart was sinking even as she said it, for she understood, according to the words of the Legend Keeper, that would only be true if she was the Long Awaited. 

			Pascale had allowed herself to wonder about this many times since finding herself on this island. Now and then she had held very still as though there might be something mystical lurking within her, waiting to make itself known, something she could detect if only she paid very close attention. Something that would let her believe she was the one they had been waiting for all these years.

			Because if she was, then there was hope that she was going home.

			And if she, the girl known as Pascale, truly was the Long Awaited, she would have an important message to deliver to the people of TeJÉ. She imagined herself standing before them, offering words that were wiser than anything ever spoken by the Village Elders, making proclamations that would seal their fate.

			Pascale stopped now and then, as she had done already more than once in the past few days, waiting for the words to rise up in her, to form themselves in preparation for the message she might deliver.

			But the words never came. Nor was there any other sign or feeling or sudden understanding that gave her reason to believe she was the one TeJÉ had been awaiting for so many years.

			“All I feel like is myself. A girl called Pascale Chardon,” she was forced to admit each time.

			There was no escaping the thought that, if she was not the Long Awaited, she may be there for the rest of her life.

			“This is not a bad place,” she tried to tell herself. And that was true. What if she had found herself in hostile circumstances, or in a place with no other human inhabitants? It could be so much worse, and she did her best to be thankful that it was this island and these people she had happened upon.

			Ah, but this did nothing to stop her from longing for her home and family. Her heart cried out to be there and the pain only grew when she thought of how her parents must be suffering. What if they never knew what happened to their own dear girl?

			These thoughts were especially strong on this, her sixteenth day on TeJÉ, and that was why she sought out a place to be alone. Pascale felt she could not bear to talk to anyone just then. She was sure she would cry out, or weep, or fall to the ground and cover her ears if she was forced to take part in idle conversation.

			So much had happened! She could hardly believe that only sixteen days had passed since the little boat carrying her and Inch had brought them to these shores.

			Pascale thought about Karuna and Ling Cloudwater, about Kenta and Irina Morningbay, and all that their two families had been through in the past days. She thought about Mrs. Wintercreek and the Elders; Zarel Duckpuddle, the ineffective Healer; earnest little Oralee Oceansong; and the Lookout, Xander Thunderwave. Of all the people she had encountered on TeJÉ, those were the ones who had made the strongest impression on her heart.

			If I should get to leave tomorrow, I will always remember them, she thought as she picked her way carefully along, stepping gingerly among the jagged rocks.

			After a while, Pascale reached a grassy bank where she paused to sit. She looked out over the water, watching the waves lap the shore. The warm sun and beautiful rhythm of the water lulled her. Before long she became drowsy.

			Opening her eyes later, it took several moments before she remembered where she was. As she stood and stretched, she wondered how long she had been asleep.

			A smile came to her face as she realized she had not woken entirely on her own. Inch was running along her arm, tickling her. When he reached her shoulder, he stopped and stood upright, waving several arms in the air.

			“What is it? Are you hungry?” she said. If that was the meaning of his frantic signaling, he wasn’t alone. It had been some hours since she had eaten anything and she felt her tummy grumble. 

			“Let’s go then,” she told him. 

			It was nice, the way food was so plentiful on the island. Everywhere you went there were fruits and nuts and berries. She found a path leading back toward the village and before long came upon a tree drooping with lovely, ripe plums. Pascale tugged one from its stem, peeled it, and took a bite. The flesh was sweet and juicy, and she broke off a tiny piece for Inch. She held it in the palm of her hand and watched as he raced there.

			“Do you think I shall ever go home, Inch?” she asked softly, but Inch had begun to eat and seemed disinclined toward conversation just then.

			Later, not quite ready to return to the village, Pascale turned off on another path and found herself nearing a different stretch of shore. At first she thought the beach was deserted, but after a moment she saw movement in the distance. She walked on, drawing nearer. When she was close enough, she paused, shielded her eyes, and squinted. 

			“Irina and Gabor!” she said softly. “What on earth are they doing?”

			It was not at all uncommon to see villagers out strolling near the water, and yet Pascale’s question was not without cause. She could not say exactly what it was that captured her attention, but the couple’s movements struck her as unusual. Even in the dimming light there seemed to be something surreptitious in their manner.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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			The Grief of Regret

			Although Pascale was curious about what Irina and Gabor were up to, it occurred to her that perhaps she should slip away and leave them undisturbed. After all, Irina was grieving her mother’s death. She may have gone there to find privacy, much in the same way Pascale had sought solitude for her own thoughts and feelings earlier that day.

			With this in mind, Pascale would have turned back and let her steps take her somewhere else, had her interest not been further piqued by what the young couple did next. 

			Irina and Gabor scaled the sandy slope to the bank overlooking that stretch of shore and began the laborious task of pulling something down over the edge and onto the sand. It was a large object and at first Pascale could not make out what it was but as her eyes adjusted more to the growing dusk, she saw that it was a tree. Several stubs of branches jutted from one end while roots protruded from the other, looking very much like a cluster of snakes slinking into the air.

			Before Pascale had time to form a theory about what they were doing, Irina and Gabor climbed the bank again, and then again and again. Each time they returned to where they had taken the tree, they brought more pieces of wood. Chunks of driftwood, parts of tree trunks and limbs, some large and others small and gathered into bundles.

			It went on for some time and Pascale’s curiosity grew as more and more pieces of wood were assembled into a heap on the sand. 

			Whatever can they be up to, she wondered again. Having abandoned all thoughts of giving them privacy, Pascale climbed into a nearby tree and found a comfortable position on a lower limb. She watched as the pair continued with their task until they had accumulated a massive amount of wood. Finally, they stopped and sat on a rock for a bit, but just as it seemed they were finished they stood again and began to arrange it all into a tall, triangular pile.

			Darkness was fast falling and Pascale knew she needed to get closer if she hoped to see what they might do next. She shimmied down and made her way toward them. Her steps had just taken her to the bank when a burst of flame lit up the center of the wood. Sounds of crackling began to fill the air and fingers of the fire reached upward.

			If this is a bonfire, Pascale thought, it’s the most enormous one I’ve ever seen. And then, feeling like a spy, she called out, “Hello!”

			Irina and Gabor turned away from the growing tower of flame and faced her. Their faces were grim.

			“Pascale,” Irina said. 

			She did not sound pleased to discover someone else was there, but in a few short moments Pascale was not the only intruder on this private scene. Seeing the flames lighting up the night, a steady trail of villagers came hurrying to the shore, where they stood in quiet astonishment.

			The fire grew stronger and higher as more and more wood pieces began to burn.

			And then, when the whole shore seemed to be lit up by the fire, Irina bent and lifted something that had been lying, unnoticed, off to the side. In one movement, she hurled the object onto the flames before falling against her husband, sobbing. 

			Fire is not a silent thing and this fire was no exception. It snapped and hissed and crackled noisily as it consumed the wood. Even so, other sounds could be heard, there on the beach.

			Those sounds were the gasps and murmurs and stifled sobs of the onlookers, as they realized just what it was they were witnessing.

			There, on the brightly blazing fire, Irina’s wedding dress ignited and burned.

			As they watched the strange spectacle, the small audience that had gathered appeared to be frozen in place. They stood, silent and unmoving, as Irina’s beautiful wedding gown was devoured by the fire. The wonderful colors and intricate pattern she had worked so hard to create was soon nothing more than a blackened flutter of fabric. Within moments, it disappeared completely in the whorls of smoke and spears of flame. 

			Pascale’s eyes turned now and then to Irina, who had worn the dress such a short time ago. The new bride had her back to the fire as she clung to Gabor, and Pascale heard her say she was sorry. So terribly sorry.

			At first Pascale thought Irina was talking to Gabor. It was so difficult to understand what was happening, and why.

			Until, that is, Irina pulled away from her husband and looked pleadingly into his face, as though he could give her the answer she longed for.

			“Why couldn’t I have done the last thing Mother asked of me?” she wailed. “If only I could go back! If only I could wear the dress my mother wanted to see me in! And now it’s too late.”

			Too late. Too late. How grief and regret like to whisper these words. At times it seems their chant will never stop, but there are, in the end, forces with greater power.

			In fact, when the newlyweds laid out their stone floor, a fresh wave of grief washed over Irina, but with it, also a sense of wonder. Holding the center stone to her heart, she whispered in awe, “It is almost as if Mother led us to where it was hidden!” 

			Before long, she would come to see it as a final gift of love from her mother, and Irina was comforted.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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			The Seventeenth Day

			Pascale slept fitfully after the fire and woke in the morning nervous and trembling.

			“This is the day,” she whispered as she sat up. “Whatever happens, I must not be afraid.”

			It is an easy thing to tell yourself not to feel afraid, and quite another to follow your own instructions. No matter how hard she struggled against it, there was no denying the fear in her heart. And perhaps summoning courage was too much to expect, when there was so much uncertainty, and so many worries crowding her thoughts.

			There were two very large possibilities, and each of them frightened her in its own way.

			The first of these was that the day would pass by like any other day. If that happened, it would settle once and for all that she was not the Long Awaited, but merely a girl who had come to the island by chance. Pascale knew this outcome was the most probable, and that if it was so, she was likely to spend the rest of her life on TeJÉ. Her family would never know what had become of her and she would never see them again.

			It was more than she could bear to think about.

			But then, she was just as fearful of what might happen if she did turn out to be the Long Awaited. She had begun to wonder — what would become of her if such a thing proved to be the case? In her fondest daydreams, she simply disappeared from TeJÉ and materialized in her own home with her mother and father. But other imaginings had much different conclusions. Perhaps she would vanish forever in a cloud of … whatever vanishing clouds were made of. 

			Pascale scarcely touched her breakfast. It felt as though there was a clenched fist in her stomach. Sitting still was difficult and she waited with very little patience as Inch ran about, filling his tummy with bits of this and that from her plate. 

			“I believe I will take a walk,” she told Mrs. Wintercreek once the table had been cleared and crumbs swept away. 

			But Mrs. Wintercreek stopped her as she reached the door. Pascale’s throat tightened as her hostess hugged her, kissed her forehead, and said, “Just in case.” 

			Any thoughts of finding solitude that morning disappeared as soon as Pascale stepped into the little yard. The pathway along the front of Mrs. Wintercreek’s home was lined with villagers, looking very much as though they were waiting for a parade to pass. 

			“How are you feeling?” called a voice to Pascale’s left, while another villager on her right asked, “Can you tell us anything now?”

			Pascale shook her head and did not speak. She couldn’t blame them for wanting answers but she had nothing to tell them. For the next few hours she wandered through the village in silence. Some of the villagers followed a short distance behind although they tried to appear occupied with other things whenever she glanced their way. 

			The sun was high overhead when word came that the Elders were asking for her. Pascale made no attempt to hurry as she made her way to the Place of Matters and entered.

			To her surprise, the meeting room was full! Perhaps she should have expected that — after all, the villagers who had trailed behind her that morning were not the only ones eager to know what news the day would bring. All the others, it seemed, had been waiting in the Place of Matters, certain the Elders would send for her sometime during the important seventeenth day.

			Pascale approached the stage where the Elders sat waiting. She lifted her chin to face them squarely. They greeted her solemnly and she nodded to each in turn.

			Then Elder Moon spoke.

			“Legend tells us that if you are the Long Awaited, you will reveal yourself on this day.”

			Pascale took a deep breath to steady the fluttering inside her, although with limited success. It was difficult to be calm when the atmosphere was charged with anticipation and suspense. 

			“Well?” said Elder Star when several silent moments had passed. “Please answer Elder Moon’s question.”

			Elder Moon had not asked a question but Pascale was too polite to point that out. 

			“I am not,” she said, surprised by a sudden certainty that this was true. Tears filled her eyes. “I am just a girl.” 

			“I am sorry to disappoint everyone,” she added. 

			“You have disappointed no one,” Elder Sun said. “We accept that things are as they are. And of course, we will continue to do all we can to help you.”

			“Thank you,” Pascale said. Her voice could barely be heard. 

			Elder Sun asked her then if she wished to remain at Mrs. Wintercreek’s home, or perhaps try a few others before deciding on a permanent arrangement.

			“I would very much like to remain with Mrs. Wintercreek if she will have me,” Pascale answered.

			“In fact, Mrs. Wintercreek has already sent word that you are most welcome in her home as long as —”

			But a commotion outside the Place of Matters interrupted Elder Sun. Shouts and sounds of running feet swelled as they came closer and closer.

			All eyes were on the entrance when Xander burst into the hall surrounded by a dozen or more villagers. The Lookout paused, bent over and gasping. When he had caught his breath, he raised his head.

			“A boat!” he announced in a firm, steady voice. “A boat is coming toward our shore.”

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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			The Beginning of the End

			“What kind of boat?” Elder Moon inquired. 

			That seemed a silly question to Pascale, who could hardly keep her feet from dashing from the Place of Matters and racing to meet it. The only thing that prevented her was not knowing which stretch of shore the boat was heading toward.

			In fact, Elder Moon’s question was not silly at all. A large vessel may be unable to dock, in which case village boats would need to be sent out and meet whoever was coming.

			“I never saw one like it before,” Xander answered. “It’s smaller than a fishing boat but bigger than a rowboat.”

			Xander’s point of reference was limited to the boats built and used by islanders, which meant his description gave the Elders an accurate idea of the size of the boat that was heading toward their island. 

			“How many people are aboard?” Elder Sun asked.

			“Two men, as far as I could see.”

			“Please!” Pascale cried, unable to contain herself for another second. “Can we go now, to meet them?”

			Murmurs of assent made it clear the villagers were also eager to go to the shore. Only the Elders hesitated. A long trek would be more than they could manage, but Xander insisted they should have no difficulty walking to where the boat seemed headed.

			“If it stays on course, it will drop anchor no great distance from here,” he assured them.

			“Then we must go,” said Elder Moon.

			“Indeed, we must,” agreed Elder Sun. “But first, I want to thank Xander for keeping such excellent watch. We are fortunate to have such a fine young Lookout.”

			Xander’s chest expanded and he led the way with his heart singing. He could not know it then, but in spite of his poor beginning, he would someday be considered the greatest Lookout the island had ever known.

			It was true that the walk was a short one, and yet it was maddeningly slow. Out of respect, everyone fell in behind the Elders, who plodded along at a sluggish pace while Xander gave directions as to where they should go. 

			They had not gone many steps when Karuna and Kenta made their way to Pascale’s side. Both had tried to reach her in the Place of Matters, but the pressing crowd had prevented them. Their presence beside her on the walk to the shore bolstered Pascale’s spirits and made the slow progress seem a little less frustrating.

			At one point, Elder Star dropped something and refused to go on until it was found. The lost item turned out to be nothing more than a mango pit that had been smoothed to a fine finish.

			“It is very pleasing to hold,” he said unapologetically when the reason for the delay brought mumbles of displeasure from the crowd.  

			At last, the group reached the shore! The approaching boat was quite close by then and Pascale shielded her eyes and peered toward it.

			When Xander had first spied the boat, it had been powered by an outboard motor, but that had been switched off as it got closer to shore. By the time Pascale was in a position to see the boat, the men aboard it were rowing, with their backs to shore. But at last, they turned and began to use poles to steer their vessel and Pascale was able to see their faces.

			“Do you recognize anything?” Kenta asked. “Or anyone?” 

			With her heart thumping, she looked carefully, hoping at least one would be familiar. Both sported beards — one dark, one red — and while she could not be entirely certain, she did not believe she had seen either of them before.

			“No,” she answered Kenta. “But perhaps they will help me all the same.”

			“Of course they will,” Karuna said quickly, certain that nothing else could be true.

			Pascale was less sure. Many things could affect what was to happen next, but at the very least she felt hopeful that a message could be sent to her family. 

			Even if I must stay for a while longer, it will not be forever, she told herself. 

			When the boat could come no further, the men dropped anchor and requested permission to come ashore. This was granted and they scampered over the side with ease.

			Pascale could hardly stand still as she waited for them to wade the rest of the way to dry land and she was equally impatient as greetings and introductions were exchanged.

			“I’m Ormond,” said the man with the red beard, “and this is my shipmate Gill.”

			Both Gill and Ormond shook hands with the Elders and thanked them for allowing them to land their boat on the island.

			“You are most welcome here,” said Elder Sun. 

			“Most welcome,” agreed Elder Star. “But what is it that brings you to TeJÉ?” 

			“Our ship was passing by last evening when the crew saw a fire on the shore,” Ormond explained.

			“We thought we’d better check it out, in case it was a distress signal,” added Gill. “There was a girl lost at sea here nearly a month ago. Everyone passing through these waters has been looking for any sign that she may have survived.”

			Pascale could hardly believe what she was hearing. She rushed forward and stood before the men. 

			“It is me!” she exclaimed. “I am the girl.”

			Ormond staggered back a step and clapped his hand over his heart. 

			“Can it be?” he said incredulously.

			“Yes, yes!” Pascale said. “It is true!” Her hands trembled and she clasped them together to steady the shaking but it made little difference for her whole body was quivering with excitement and joy.

			The man called Gill knelt in front of her and gently took hold of her shoulders.

			“What is your name?” he said. His face was tense with hope.

			“I am Pascale Chardon.”

			Both men burst into smiles that seemed to go from ear to ear.

			“It’s true then!” cried Ormond. 

			“So much time had passed since you were last seen,” Gill said. “We hardly dared hope we might actually find you.”

			Pascale understood what he meant only too well. How afraid she had been to hold too tightly to hope, for fear the disappointment would be all the more bitter if things did not work out. But now! Now it was over and she would be going home.

			“My parents,” she began, but emotion would not let her go on.

			“We’ll send them a message as soon as we get back to the ship,” Ormond said. “I can’t even imagine how worried they’ve been.”

			Pascale had to swallow hard several times before she could continue. Mixed with her relief and joy, a terrible worry lingered.

			“And do you know,” Pascale said, “the ship I was on — my aunt and uncle and cousins —”

			“The ship and everyone on it were fine — all except you,” Ormond told her.

			“As far as they could figure you’d gotten into one of the lifeboats and it somehow let go when the storm blew up,” Gill said.

			“No one knew if you’d survived or not,” added Ormond. “A steward spotted the boat with you in it for a few seconds but that was the last anyone saw of you.”

			“Until now!” said Gill jubilantly. 

			“Yes, until now,” agreed Ormond. They slapped each other’s backs and grinned some more. 

			Pascale wished once again that she knew what she had been doing in the lifeboat. She had no memory of getting into it, or any of the other events that had taken place until she’d wakened alone and drifting on the vast water. Not that it mattered now. She was going home. 

			Home!

			“Do you need to gather up anything before we leave?” Gill asked. “I’m afraid we have to get back to the ship and on course again as quickly as possible.”

			“There is nothing,” Pascale said. She had made a point of wearing her own clothes that morning, leaving the garments the villagers had given her in a neatly folded pile on the bed. 

			“In that case, we must be on our way without delay,” Ormond told her. “Our ship’s captain was not keen to make a stop, although he will certainly be glad he did when we return with you.”

			The two men shook hands with the Elders again and told all who were gathered that they wished them well. Then it was Pascale’s turn to speak.

			She lifted her face and looked from person to person — how quickly she had come to care for these kind people; how deep her affection had grown for a special few.

			“I came to you a stranger, but you have treated me like a daughter,” she said. Her voice trembled with emotion. “Your goodness will live in my heart forever.”

			Her eyes met Karuna’s, and then Kenta’s, and she had to blink to keep tears from spilling over. 

			There was more, so much more that she wanted to say, but words would not come. Instead, Pascale opened her arms as though she could embrace the whole village. She touched the tips of her fingers to her lips and spread her hands in a sweeping arch — a kiss blown to all gathered there. 

			Pascale stepped in between her rescuers, facing the water, the boat, and all that lay ahead for her. Together, they crossed the short stretch of sand to the water’s edge.

			And it was then, as she turned for one last look and a final wave, that she felt the familiar tickle of tiny feet crossing her cheek. 

			There were curious stares from Ormond and Gill as they watched Inch run down to her chin and launch himself off. Only, instead of landing on her shirt as he had done so many times, her little friend somersaulted through the air, tumbling over and over, and landed in the sand.

			“Inch!” Pascale cried. She leaned down, reaching for him, but as her fingers got close, he darted off to one side.

			“Inch,” she repeated, but softer, and with a sudden, sad understanding. 

			Inch had not fallen. It was no accident that his last leap had taken him away from her. 

			Inch’s time as her faithful companion was at an end.

			“Goodbye, my friend,” Pascale whispered. And she stood, bravely brushing a tear from her cheek before stepping into the water and wading toward the boat that would start her journey home.

			How strange it was, to be so full of joy, and yet to find the weight of sorrow heavy in her heart.

		
		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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			The Long Awaited

			The villagers stood near the lapping waves and watched while the boat grew smaller and smaller. By the time it had reached the waiting ship and was lifted up, they could barely make out the two men and the girl as they were taken aboard.

			Even then, they continued to hope that Pascale Chardon would turn out to be the Long Awaited. They watched the water as the mighty ship became little more than a speck in the distance. They watched, waiting for a message that did not come.

			“Well, that’s the end of it then,” Elder Sun said.

			“A lot of fuss and worry over a girl,” said Elder Moon.

			“Funny, though, that she was here seventeen days, just as the legend foretold,” said Elder Star, “and still, it wasn’t her.”

			Elder Star was absolutely right. It hadn’t been her.

			It was little Oralee Oceansong who first noticed something peculiar. While all eyes were focused on the ship disappearing in the distance, a strange occurrence was taking place right under their noses.

			“Papa?” Oralee said, tugging at her father’s hand. “What’s happening to Inch?”

			Mr. Oceansong glanced in the direction his daughter was pointing. His eyes grew wide.

			“Look here!” he called out. “The girl’s beetle is doing … something odd.”

			Within minutes a crowd had circled Inch, who seemed to be pulsing. A kind of glow had begun to emanate from him and while they watched, his color changed from black to a bright, glossy blue and … could it be that he was … getting bigger? 

			Soon, there was no doubt about it. Inch doubled in size, and then doubled again. As onlookers watched in astonishment, his color went through another change, going from blue to a rich, warm red, and finally to a glorious yellow, like the brightest buttercup ever seen. 

			And all the while that one color was giving way to another, he continued to grow. As his size increased, the air around him began to shimmer and pulse with a strange vibrancy. But those were not the only changes they were to see that day. The villagers stared in wonder as slowly, slowly, Inch rose up and floated into the air, until he hovered just above them. The glow surrounding him was by then as bright as the morning star on a cloudless night and yet it caused no distress to watching eyes.

			By the time Inch’s transformation had fully taken place, everyone on the beach, no matter how far off, could see him. And while there had been many excited utterances at the start, a hush had soon fallen over the crowd. They stood in awe while their hearts beat with expectation and wonder.

			The people of TeJÉ understood at last, and with absolute certainty, that the Long Awaited had indeed come to their island seventeen days earlier. 

			And who could blame them for never once having considered during those seventeen days that the Long Awaited might not be Pascale, but Inch! 

			But now they knew. How many long years they had looked forward to this day, and now they waited, trembling, to learn their fate.

			In the quiet of that moment all of nature was muted around them. The steady sounds of life were suspended so that not a birdsong, not a tree rustle, not a frog’s croak or a monkey’s call or any other voice of nature could be heard. Even the waves broke silently on the shore.

			And the Long Awaited spoke.

			The voice was like no other they had ever heard. It was as deep as thunder and as soft as rain and it fell on them like the morning dew.

			“Children of TeJÉ, my time here with you is nearly at an end. I have come to give you a message and when I have done that I must depart.

			“But first, there is something many of you are wondering. And it is natural that you are curious, that you want to know more about the role Pascale Chardon played in this event. The answer to this is simple. Pascale was chosen as a vessel to bring me to you. She was chosen because her heart was open and loving. She was entrusted with my care during my time on this island and she honored that trust. 

			“But in the end, I must tell you: Pascale is a girl, nothing more and nothing less. She is human just as you are human, and has no special powers. I see that some of your hearts have come to love her, and this is good and right, but remember that she is your equal and you are hers. She is never to be exalted or revered, for to raise one up is to lower the rest, and this injures all. 

			“There are many other things you wish to know. Be assured you can find your answers if you search diligently for them. The single caveat is that you must seek the truth over all else. To do this, you must set aside desire, for what you want to believe may easily hide what is true.

			“People of TeJÉ, I have told you my time with you draws quickly to a close, and I must tarry no longer.

			“Your legend says I will foretell the future of this island. This I will now do, but the truth is, you do not need me to tell you what will be. You have always known it, even if you did not see that it was ever before you.

			“You have heard that if what was found on TeJÉ was peace and unity, the island would know happiness, but if there was conflict and strife, the future would be one of misery.

			“What you have forgotten is that all of these things come from inside each of you. Your hearts create the world around you. There is no mystery beyond that. 

			“In recent days I have seen you show mercy when vengeance was justified. And I can tell you, when you forgive, you free your own heart. In all things, what you nurture within you becomes your destiny without. 

			“If you build upon hope and faith, peace and goodness, if your hearts are prepared to give before taking, to serve before demanding, you will know true contentment and joy. 

			“These are all manifestations of love. 

			“And love is all.”
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