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 PROLOGUE  
 
    Kingdom of Ladakh, Jammu-Kashmir Provence, India 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Grandfather?”  
 
    Tenzin turned to his grandson. The boy’s head emerged, like a mushroom breaking through the detritus of a forest floor, from a nest of blankets in the middle of the hut. A hand followed and rubbed one eye.  
 
    “Grandfather, is it dawn?” 
 
    “No, Lhakpa. Now lie back down.” 
 
    Lhakpa crawled from his blankets. His bare feet shuffled a few steps across the hut’s packed earth floor to join his grandfather at the small window.  
 
    “What’s wrong with the moonlight, Grandfather? It’s crawling all over the mountains.” 
 
    “No moons yet; look at sky.”  
 
    Lhakpa shivered, and Tenzin tucked his small body under his arm. Shimmering sheets of cold, blue light surged like windblown streamers from the northern horizon. “My grandmother talked of such things. Fire curtains, she said, bring hungry ghosts from the spirit realm.” He smiled down at the wide-eyed child. “Of course, when I got older, I realized such tales are told only when old women drink too much fermented yak milk.” 
 
    Lhakpa pulled himself higher up the windowsill and swiveled his head from side to side. “Grandfather, where are the Dzos?” 
 
    Tenzin followed as his grandson’s gaze swept from horizon to horizon. Only rocks and boulders dotted the gravel plain where two dozen large, furry, cow-yak hybrids should be hunkered down for the night. The old man grunted. He went to a bundle against one wall and removed a vintage British Enfield rifle from its leather wrapping, worked the action to make sure it was loaded, and started for the door.  
 
    “You stay here!” Tenzin barked when Lhakpa started to follow. Distress filled the boy’s face, and the old man softened his tone. “I need you here. If it’s that old snow leopard, I’ll be okay. Over the years we’ve come to an understanding.” Tenzin patted his rifle and winked. “But if it’s something else . . .”  
 
    “Like what, Grandfather? What could it be if not the snow leopard?”  
 
    The old man was unsure of his answer. What if the toothless old women were right?  
 
    “If it is hungry ghosts, I’ll need you to help me drive them away. Why don’t you get some pots ready?” The old man sprouted his single-toothed grin. He signaled to his grandson to open the curtain across the doorway and then stepped outside leaving Lhakpa crouched with one shaky hand clutching the heavy fabric. 
 
    “Chah, chah, chah!” Tenzin coughed the guttural sound he often used to sooth his Dzos. He was rewarded with a snuffling snort and the sound of something heavy being dragged across the ground behind the hut. He shouldered his ancient rifle and moved quietly into the frigid night.  
 
    A strong, metallic odor increased with each step. He shuffled toward what he took to be a large boulder only to discover it to be the half-eaten remains of one of his beloved animals. Cold anger filled the old man. As he crouched over the body, a dark shape slinked from behind the hut. 
 
    The ancient Enfield erupted yellow flame. The blast of the gunshot stretched out unnaturally, melding with the bellow of an unearthly beast. 
 
    Inside the hut, Lhakpa shivered in terror, warm wetness spread down his pant legs, and he felt sick. First the loud concussion of his grandfather’s rifle, then the terrifying roar that seemed to go on forever. Now, no matter how hard he listened, he could hear nothing besides his panicked breathing. 
 
    Where is Grandfather? Why isn’t he here with his big gun, telling me not to worry?  
 
    A breath of wind through the back window carried the metallic odor of blood tinged with sulfur. 
 
    Lhakpa crawled under the blankets, his pounding heart the only sound. He chanced a look. Something big and dark blocked the light coming through the window. As Lhakpa scooted deeper under the covers, his foot kicked a small lantern rolling it across the floor to clank noisily against the wall. For five thudding heartbeats, the young boy held his breath. 
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    Just as he relaxed, the wall above where the lantern had hit exploded, covering Lhakpa in rubble and dust. His last conscious breath was heavy with the stench of rancid flesh and sulfur. 
 
    ****** 
 
    François dug the toe of his boot into the jumbled pile of adobe blocks. His toes pried the edge of a roughly woven blanket from beneath the rubble. “Dalba, how long after the attack was it before his brothers found the boy?”  
 
    Dalba pushed his crimson monk’s cap from his bald head and sucked air through his teeth. “His brothers say he there one, maybe two days before they come.” He pointed at François’s foot. “They find Lhakpa buried there.”  
 
    François pulled the tattered remnants of the blanket from beneath the pile of sun-dried mud bricks and brushed what dust he could from the black and gray material. Four days earlier he had stood in an airy, upstairs room of Ashkahn Gompa. The boy, Lhakpa, lay unconscious on the room’s only piece of furniture, a wood framed bed whose ancient mattress was covered in threadbare white sheets. The boy’s head had been bound in cotton bandages almost covering eyes which were clenched shut as if trying to block out the world. François could almost imagine indentations in the blanket covering the toe of his boot where the boy’s small fingers had clutched it as his only defense against the dragon as it slammed into the hut. The poorly mortared walls had easily given way in a shower of adobe bricks, which sent Lhakpa into a dark place from which his mind had yet to emerge.  
 
    I wonder if Adele could have survived.  
 
    The image of his five-year-old daughter as he had last seen her replaced Lhakpa’s. Clean, crisp sheets pulled up to her chin, her mother’s Japanese ancestry so dominating her delicate features that François’s only visible legacy was in her eyes, which were the same profound deep blue as the sky above a Himalayan peak.  
 
    “Did they find any trace of his grandfather, Tenzin?” François ran a hand through his thick, brown hair as he turned to face the monk. 
 
    Dalba shook his head, replaced his hat and then produced a string of mala beads from a fold in his red robes. Gazing past François to the ruined hut, he fingered the polished rudraksha seeds one by one while his lips recited a silent mantra.  
 
    “They not find Tenzin. He just gone,” he said after a dozen or so beads passed through his fingers. “Dzos gone too.” 
 
    “I think I found Grandpa.” Both men turned to the new voice. In her khaki slacks and white shirt, the petite woman looked more like she had stepped off the pages of an L.L.Bean catalogue and less like she’d been trekking the Himalayan plateau for four days. She walked up and tossed a mass of bent metal and splintered wood at François’s feet. “This came from where he met the dragon.” 
 
    “Good work, Yoshi,” François inspected the mangled rifle. “That’s a British Enfield all right. Or what’s left of it.” He turned to Dalba. “Tenzin had an old Enfield, didn’t he?” 
 
    Dalba stared at the twisted and splintered rifle before nodding. “Many in village have snow leopard rug from Tenzin gun.” 
 
    “Found one of those dzo things too.” Yoshi scrunched up her face in disgust. “Well, part of it anyway, over by that stream. The meat didn’t look burnt, and there were tracks and drag marks leading to it. Like we thought, a Himalayan Drük.” She waved at a distant line of green running down the skirt of a mountain and across the plain. “Makes sense it followed the stream down from the mountain and found Tenzin’s Dzos. All we need to do is follow the stream up the mountain. It’s up there.”  
 
    Dalba’s eyes widened as he followed the sweep of Yoshi’s arm. He carefully repeated Yoshi’s last words, obviously hoping, just this once, that his grasp of English had failed him.  
 
    “We follow Drük?”  
 
    When Yoshi nodded, his fingers ate through the loop of 108 mala beads faster than his lips could keep up. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Electric-blue sheets of cold fire writhing like photo-luminescent eels in the jet-black sky were mirrored perfectly on the still waters of the lake. Dalba pulled his robes tighter against his body and settled behind a rock.  
 
    “Lake still, Drük gone now,” he said, relief plain in his voice. 
 
    Not answering, Yoshi stepped down from her vantage point on a rock. She had just watched a chevron of ripples surge across the lake to where the stream departed for the valley below. Where the chevron touched the shore, an indistinct shadow had emerged with barely a ripple, only to disappear from sight an instant later.  
 
    In the palm of her hand, she gripped her dZi, a cigar-shaped amulet suspended by a leather cord that ran through a hole the length of the ornament’s long axis. The cream-colored talisman was the size of her little finger and engraved with a Zennyo Ryūō — a mythical Japanese dragon — in such fine blue lines that it seemed to shimmer and sway in tempo with the surging aurora overhead. Yoshi cradled the dZi in both hands and closed her eyes; after a minute her shoulders convulsed in a little shudder.  
 
    “We’re okay. It’s left to hunt. We should have a couple of hours at least before it comes back.” 
 
    François looked over at her silhouette. “You are always so sure. What if it only went out to water a bush or something? It could be only a few minutes.” 
 
     Yoshi held out her dZi. “The hunger I felt was enough to make my stomach growl. Trust me, it’s got a taste for Dzos now, that should take it the rest of the night.” 
 
    “I’m more worried for Dalba.” François looked at the boulder behind which the little monk huddled. “He didn’t look too happy. Can’t say I blame him, left out here with a hungry Drük prowling around. I told him he could have come with us.” 
 
    “Yeah, big choice” Yoshi said. “I don’t think going into the dragon’s den was exactly the option he was looking for.”  
 
    Yoshi turned on her LED headlamp and dropped down into the shallow water that lapped at the cave’s mouth. Her light penetrated less than five yards into the steamy gloom, acrid sulfur laden vapor made her nose pucker. The cave floor rose in a shallow incline, and within a few yards they were walking on a worn surface that had seen years of traffic. A trickling rivulet of warm water carried the same strong odor of rotten eggs that permeated everything. 
 
    “So much for stealth,” François grumbled. In spite of Yoshi’s reassurances, he still looked over his shoulder every few paces. “I’d much rather use night vision, but this sulfur steam is so hard on the electronics . . .”  
 
    His voice trailed off as his attention was drawn to the fine-grained, granite walls streaked with ribbons of silver and gold. Crystals of copper metal grew from cracks overhead, and hexagonal quartz spikes sprouted everywhere.  
 
    Yoshi trudged on a dozen or more steps before she realized François was no longer with her. “You know, you’re going to make some dragon an easy meal if you keep getting distracted like that,” she said after backtracking and then prying her husband away from the captivating mineral deposit. “You need to focus on the Portal.” 
 
    François looked around the cave, a boyish smile on his face. “But, Yoshi, all this is part of the Portal. These metal veins spider throughout the whole mountain. It’s a giant antenna sucking power from the aurora and channeling it to one spot.” He took his dZi from around his neck and held it in his hand for a brief moment. “There’s a lot of power concentrated in one spot right through there.”  
 
    He pointed along the tunnel where the shaft appeared to open into a much larger space. Moments later, they came to a rubble-filled chamber the size of a high school gymnasium. Soft light filtered from the far end; its source hidden by a jumble of boulders where the ceiling had collapsed eons ago. “The power from the aurora  —  I can feel it surging through the mountain. That’s where we’ll find the Portal.” 
 
    He started picking his way over the debris. A little more than halfway through the cavern, a large boulder blocked the way. A narrow passage between the boulder and the wall glowed with a silvery radiance. With a little maneuvering, François managed to contort his lean frame through the passage to the open space on the other side.  
 
    Light brighter than a full moon emanated from a flat slab of clouded quartz embedded in the surrounding granite wall like a gigantic plasma TV. The milky surface was slightly longer than a whiteboard and reached from floor to ceiling. Veins of silver and copper coursed through the pale stone, and quartz rods protruded like transparent railroad spikes. 
 
    “Maudit!” François grabbed at his shirt, freeing his dZi, which had suddenly become uncomfortably hot against the skin of his chest. Using both hands, he passed the amulet over his head and hung it on a hexagonal spike of quartz crystal protruding from the milky sheet of rock. He closed his eyes. Almost immediately, a spot in the center of the glowing quartz wall darkened and began to rotate. In his mind, François envisioned a cyclone of blackness spiraling to infinity. Only a tenuous membrane of reality separated him from the dark, whirling emptiness growing within the milky whiteness. When he opened his eyes, he was trembling with excitement.  
 
    Just then Yoshi stumbled up behind her husband. “François, quit playing with the Portal and help me. We’ve got to get a move on before the dragon comes back.”  
 
    “Bien sûr.” François smiled like a little boy caught watching TV instead of doing his homework. “But, Yosh, it’s so close to popping that a well-placed sneeze would generate enough energy to open it.” He smiled at Yoshi. “We don’t have to kill it. The Portal is energized, enough to open it easily. We could set the charges and drive the brute through then I close it and voilà…”  
 
    “We’ve been over this before!” Yoshi’s tone indicated that this wasn’t an argument François was going to win. “The Institute’s said no to your proposal how many times? It’s just too dangerous. We set the charges and get out, the beast comes back, the charges go bang, it dies, we live; that’s just the way of our world. Now let’s plant the explosives, set the trips, and get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Dalba pulled the coarse, woven blanket higher around his ears, but that did little to stop the shivering that seemed to rise from where the base of his spine met the cold, rocky ground. All around him, the landscape writhed in the radiance of the fire curtains shimmering through the black Himalayan night. Every rock, every shadow danced in the shifting glow.  
 
    To Dalba’s imagination, every rock, every shadow became the hungry Drük. Finally, he could take it no longer. Drük or no Drük, he emerged from his woolen cocoon and made his way two boulders over, where he relieved himself of the hot tea that had provided welcome warmth two hours earlier. Job completed, Dalba congratulated himself on his stealth and started back to the safe comfort of his blanket.  
 
    Halfway there he glanced at the lake. A wedge of ripples moved through the center of the lake’s mirrored surface, distorting the reflection of dancing vails of fire, its destination the cave at the water’s edge. Bile rose in the back of his throat. He looked, desperate to see François and Yoshi climbing toward him, but found only flickering rocks and shadow. 
 
      
 
    Yoshi stopped at her backpack and removed a bottle of yellowish-green goo. “Musk?” she called. 
 
    “Good idea,” François said. “Toss it here, and I’ll smear some on the floor.” 
 
    Yoshi pitched the plastic bottle to François, then doubled over as a wave of nausea suddenly came over her. Instinctively she grasped her dZi. A dominating presence flooded her consciousness, spawning a ghost vision over her own  —  as if she were seeing the cavern through the eyes of another, standing behind her.  
 
    She willed the second vision out of her mind, and the nausea subsided. She stood as tall as she could for a quick look at the back of the cavern. It was enough to see that her worst nightmare had come true. The sinuous and massive unmistakable outline of a Drük slithered along the back wall.  
 
    Yoshi looked to where François had been working. Good, she thought when she failed to locate him. He’s seen the dragon too. 
 
    Just then, François appeared atop a rock in the center of the cavern and placed a foil-wrapped explosive charge into a crack in the ceiling.  
 
    Fiery rage burst within her mind. The shock drove her to her knees; her vision of François was now overlaid by that of the dragon’s, mildly distorted and strangely hued. Yoshi tried to shout a warning, but her voice was drowned by the beast’s enraged roar.  
 
    If François was startled, he hid it well. He froze where he stood.  
 
    “Yosh, get out!” he shouted. “It’s seen me! Get out before it sees you!” The dragon crept forward with deliberate slowness. “Yosh, you can’t help me! I’m trapped and can’t blow the charges without killing us both. I’m going to try to send it back.”  
 
    He removed the dZi from around his neck. With a watchful eye on the dragon, he jumped from rock to rock, ending up at the glowing, quartz wall. He hung the dZi on a crystal spike and closed his eyes. Sparkling lights, like fireflies trapped within the wall, began to rotate behind the amulet, and within seconds it looked like a hurricane as seen from space. 
 
    The dragon’s long body wound into the light. Overlapping iridescent scales flowed like a river of smoldering coals from the neck and shoulders along the lithe body ending in a dark mahogany spike at the tip of the tail. The color of clotted blood, so dark they almost looked like ebony, the beast’s horns scraped loose rock from the ceiling onto a head inset with almond-shaped eyes, glowing lava orange. A ribbon-like tongue slithered in and out between cruel fangs as if straining for a taste of the human before it. 
 
    François snatched a flash charge from his belt and threw it over the dragon’s head as he dove to one side. The beast struck after him; the fanged head whipped forward only to slam into the wall where François had been a heartbeat earlier. An instant later, the flash charge detonated with a sharp concussion and bright flash that filled the chamber.  
 
    It took a moment for Yoshi’s eyes to recover from the flash. The Portal had vanished, and the dragon lay dazed at the base of the quartz wall, François’s dZi lay buried somewhere beneath its bulk. 
 
    Scales rippled over hard muscle as the dragon righted itself. The boxy head snaked around on its long neck, searching for François. Just out of reach, François scurried behind a pile of large rocks. The sudden movement drew the dragon like a mouse scurrying from a cat.  
 
    Yoshi jumped from boulder to boulder as fast as she could. Quietly she squeezed between two large rocks and into the lighted space in front of the glowing wall. Only a few paces behind the dragon, her dZi amplified the beast’s focus. Blinking slowly, she allowed the dragon’s vision into her mind — her husband was centered in its sights.  
 
    Stumbling, Yoshi reached out to steady herself. Her hand fell to the geologist’s pick François had used to create pockets in the ceiling to place explosives. Ahead of her, the dragon’s tail swished against the floor with a sound like dry leaves on pavement. She watched as one slow step, then a second, brought the dragon’s massive head to within striking distance of François’s hiding place. 
 
    “. . . a well-placed sneeze would generate enough energy to open it,” his voice echoed in her mind.  
 
    I hope you were right, François. Let’s see if a good Dragon Adept can channel the few ergs to do this.  
 
    She hung her dZi on a crystal protrusion and concentrated. Rage from the dragon overfilled her consciousness, but Yoshi redoubled her concentration. What was it they told her at school decades ago? A Portal Adept must first picture the formation of the wormhole in her mind. . . 
 
    When she opened her eyes, the quartz wall was featureless as before.  
 
    “Come on,” She hissed through clenched teeth. “He said the Portal was ready to pop.” What was it François compared the barrier to separating the Portal between worlds? A thin sheet of ice . . . 
 
    She closed her eyes again and willed all her thoughts to cease. She pictured a frozen pond, a pond where one step . . .  
 
    Yoshi could almost hear the shards of reality tinkle like broken ice as she punched through into the void. Wind tickled her hair against her cheek. Within the quartz panel, lightning flashed in an expanding cyclone of darkness.  
 
    One obstacle down  —  now the dragon, she thought as she reopened her mind to the beast. 
 
    What had seemed to take minutes had been only an instant. The dragon still crouched mere yards from François, its muscles quivering in predatory excitement. She could hear the snap of rock splintering where its claws bit into the floor of the cavern. A low whistle reverberated off the cavern walls as it drew a long, slow breath. To Yoshi’s mind, the dragon felt like a coiled spring, ready to let loose.  
 
    “Over here!” she yelled. “Over here! Not him! You want me!” And with that, Yoshi reared back and buried the point of the pick into the crimson tail.  
 
    Sparks and heat exploded from the pick like fireworks, singeing her eyebrows and blowing the stench of sulfur and scorched flesh into her face. The Drük spun; its tail caught Yoshi a glancing blow, knocking her to her knees. Twin embers glowed with rage as the dragon focused on its new attacker. 
 
    A gathering breeze swirled the dragon’s breath around Yoshi as it exhaled almost gaging her with an odor like roadkill cooked over a flare. Yoshi didn’t have to look to know that the gust was brought about by the void of the Portal swirling behind her. Damn you, François! Looks like you’re going to get your way, she thought.  
 
     “Okay,” she growled. “Come and get me!”  
 
    Yoshi shoved herself backward as hard as she could, just as the dragon sprang.  
 
    A very human “No!” from within the cavern was drowned out by a bestial roar as the dragon lunged after Yoshi into the void.  Too late it tried to pull back, for a moment, claws scraped madly, trying to find purchase on smooth rock  —  then it was gone and with it the vortex to its world. 
 
    François rushed to the wall. The flow of energies that had sustained the portal had drained with the passage of solid matter, but not completely. The dark vortex of energy just under the thin veneer of reality was still there, renewing itself as the mountain continued to harvest energy from the aurora. To François it felt as if the blackness beneath had consumed his soul.  
 
    He blinked twice, forcing the welling tears from his eyes. “Très désolé, Adele,” he implored his daughter, half a world away. “I don’t know if your mother is even alive, but I must bring her back.”  
 
    He reached for Yoshi’s dZi, still suspended from the crystal. In time a small breeze built as the blackness spread. 
 
    Still clutching Yoshi’s dZi, François stepped into the void. 
 
      
 
    For another day and a night, Dalba remained in his hiding place, hoping and praying that his two companions would return. Finally, he mustered his courage and entered the cave. In time he found himself in the large chamber, where he discovered the remnants of both backpacks but no sign of Yoshi, François, or the dragon. Dalba was about to leave when he spotted a loop of leather protruding from under a rock. Reverently he extricated François’s dZi from the dust.  
 
    A tear formed in the corner of one eye as he produced two sticks of incense and placed the burning rods where he had found the dZi. His soft voice echoed through the chamber as he recited verses from the Bardo Thodol, the Tibetan Book of the Dead.  
 
    Once he had completed the ceremony, he hurried away with a purpose. Tucked within his monk’s bag was the dZi that had once belonged to Mr. François and now must find its way to his daughter, somewhere on the other side of the world.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1
Adele 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The halls were crowded, and Adele was in no mood for interruptions. Dodging a group of gossiping girls, she turned and bounded up the stairs, two at a time  —  no mean feat on four-inch, cork platform heels. At the top, she angled across the hallway toward a bank of gray, steel lockers.  
 
    Her short, black hair was cut and gelled to present a vision of spiky, controlled chaos which, together with lime green and fluorescent purple accents, led some of her classmates to suspect that Adele took her fashion ideas from any number of anime heroines. Although, not exactly within official grooming standards set for Cristobel and Merriweather’s, Adele’s hairdo would have been overlooked by the more progressive faculty were it not for the flagrant addition of multiple piercings. The combined effect was to project a nonconformist image which clashed noticeably with the egalitarian intent of the academy’s burgundy and black school uniform.  
 
    Adele deftly spun her combination and lifted the latch. Good karma today  —  only the top third of the locker’s contents spilled when she opened the door. Well-honed reflexes stemmed the flow of books and folders, allowing only the math book to make it all the way to the floor.  
 
    She was cramming the errant textbooks back inside when raised voices caught her attention. Like a school of fish flowing around a predator, the moving mass of students parted around a knot of girls standing in the hallway two banks of lockers away from Adele.  
 
    Three girls stood in a line with their backs to Adele. Even so she knew who they were. The husky brunette on the left was Carol Snyder. On the right the shortest, Sage Neilson, leaned against a locker. Like mismatched bookends they bracketed their leader, Peyton Ordman, whose model-perfect looks and blond hair set her apart from the other two.  
 
    It was obvious whose obnoxious voice had drawn Adele’s attention. She had been the recipient of Peyton’s bullying on more than one occasion and was relieved to be spared her scornful attention this time. She was about to turn away when a familiar mass of unkempt, mousy brown hair came into view as the object of Peyton’s attention. 
 
    The gangly girl under the mousy hair was the one person at school that Adele could almost call a friend. Where Adele was short and dark, Camille Carson was fair skinned, tall, and lanky. Camille had a scholar’s passion for literature and the arts and, like classical scholars, kept mostly to herself. Adele, on the other hand, showed little passion for anything academic, although she breezed through science and math classes seemingly without studying. Her test scores would have made her eligible for several scholastic awards if she’d bothered to turn in a few more homework assignments.  
 
    The only obvious commonality between Camille and Adele was the fact that every other student in the school would have nothing to do with them. Shared exclusion was the next best thing to friendship. 
 
    “Why’d it have to be Camille?” Adele cursed under her breath. She pushed her locker shut and headed toward the commotion.  
 
    “I’ll give it back when I’m done. If I give it back at all,” Peyton said with a sneering smile that betrayed her malicious intent.  
 
    “Come on, Peyton, please,” Camille pleaded, almost in tears. “My mom’s frantic. The tests start tomorrow, and she’ll lose her job if she can’t find it.” 
 
    “Where’s the downside to that? Secretaries like your mom are a dime a dozen. If she gets fired, you leave, and Cristobel and Merriweather’s will be short one loser.” Peyton spotted Adele, and her sneer widened to the grin a great white shark gets just before it attacks a seal. “Jeez, it’s sprouting losers like mushrooms from manure.”  
 
    “Hey, Camille, what’s up?” Adele spoke as if Peyton and her sidekicks weren’t there.  
 
    Camille shuffled a little nervous jig then flashed Adele a nervous look. “Hi, Adele . . . We’re, uh, nothing . . .” Camille’s soft voice trailed off.  
 
    “Yeah, nothing that concerns you, so why don’t you go stick your finger in a socket — your spikes are starting to droop,” Carol said as she shoved herself between Adele and Camille.  
 
    “Don’t get too close when I do,” Adele said with a glare. “There might be sparks, and fat burns.” 
 
    Carol’s face turned scarlet; her fists clenched tight as she stepped toward Adele. 
 
    “Carol, cool it!” Peyton grabbed Carol’s shoulder, and with the grace of a supertanker, Carol came to a halt. Her eyes followed Peyton’s down the hall to where Marge Bellingham, Cristobel and Merriweather’s vice principal, had just entered the hallway two classrooms away. Mrs. Bellingham’s beady eyes instantly locked on Adele, and she marched toward them. 
 
    “Ol’ Bellingham knows trouble when she sees it,” Peyton hissed from behind Carol. “Won’t be long until you two are history.” 
 
    Peyton and her two friends melted into the moving mass of students crowding the hallway as Mrs. Bellingham planted her bulk in front of Adele. She considered Adele from head to toe like a general inspecting an incompetent private. Wet, clicking sounds escaped her ample lips.  
 
    “I’m legal,” Adele offered in response to the perusal. “See, only three.”  
 
    Adele tilted her face upward, and Mrs. Bellingham’s eyes flitted from the gold ring embedded in Adele’s right eyebrow to the jeweled stud over her left nostril, then settled on the Ankh swinging from her left ear. Adele was careful to keep her teeth mostly together while talking  —  the better to hide the technical violation of a fourth piece of body jewelry transecting her tongue.  
 
    Mrs. Bellingham snorted violently enough to make Adele want to wash her face. “It always worries me to see you around our better students.” Her eyes darted toward the departing Peyton before fixing Camille with a stare reminiscent of a frog targeting an insect.  
 
    “And you, Camille, what do you think your mother would say? It’s only her position at Cristobel and Merriweather’s that allows you the privilege of an education that people like you can’t possibly appreciate. Is this how you pay back your good fortune; by hanging out with this…this person who’d probably be in juvenile hall if it weren’t for her uncle’s money?” Mrs. Bellingham looked at Adele with obvious distaste. “If I were you, Camille, I’d show more discretion in the company I keep.” 
 
    Before Camille could reply, Mrs. Bellingham spun about and stomped off with students scrambling out of her way like people before a raging bull. 
 
    “What was that about?” Adele asked. 
 
    “I think maybe she has issues with your appearance,” Camille said dryly. 
 
    “Not that old witch Bellingham! I was asking about Peyton!”  
 
    “It’s nothing,” Camille replied without much conviction. 
 
    “Sure, it’s nothing.” Adele rolled her eyes. “What was that about your mom?”  
 
    Camille bit her quivering lower lip then began to spill her story amid stutters and tears. “Couple days ago, Peyton talked me into helping her get into mom’s office.” 
 
    You what…why?” Adele felt like shaking her friend. 
 
    “She said she thought her picture on the school’s Facebook page was too prissy and she wanted to change it.”  
 
    “And you believed her?”  
 
    “I didn’t think much about it, she said that if I didn’t help her, she would tell Mrs. LeBlanc that she’d seen me cheating in French Class.”  
 
    “Were you?” 
 
    “No, it was her friend Carol who kept looking at my paper…” Camille looked shocked that her friend would even consider that she would cheat. “But you know, it would be my word against Peyton’s. You know how everyone fawns all over her because her dad’s a…” 
 
    “OK, I get it.” Adele rolled her eyes and urged Camille on with a wave of her hand.  
 
    “I came in at lunch and told mom I was feeling sick; told her I wanted her to go to the school nurse with me. When we got back, there was no sign of Peyton; later on in French class she ignored me, so I figured everything was OK.” Camille blinked back tears in favor of the anger welling inside her.  
 
    “Let me guess, she crashed your mom’s computer.” Adele offered. 
 
    “No, it’s worse,” Camille replied in a half whisper. “When I got home, mom was frantic. The flash drive that she used as a back-up for all the tests was missing. She said it had been in her computer all morning and when she went to back up Mr. Aaronson’s algebra test that afternoon, it was gone. I got so sick I almost didn’t make it to my bathroom in time.”  
 
    “And you wanted her to give it back. That’s what all that was about, right?” Adele looked down the hall in the direction Peyton and her friends had disappeared. 
 
    “I told her that I’d put it back, no questions asked, and no one would know,” Camille replied. “I just didn’t want mom to get fired.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard the rest. Look on the bright side,” Adele said. “Peyton can’t say anything without incriminating herself.” 
 
    Camille shook her head. “I don’t know. It doesn’t seem like she’s trying very hard to keep it secret.”  
 
    Both girls jumped when the bell signaled the beginning of another period. 
 
    “I’m late, got’ a go!” Camille stuffed a book into her backpack and slammed her locker door. “Just be glad you’re not part of this. You’ve got enough problems of your own.” She gave Adele a wry smile and was off. 
 
    Adele turned the other direction. Uneasiness rose like bile from the pit of her stomach. She wasn’t at all sure that she was safely “not part of this.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Joseph Wolff didn’t even look up from his reading when the classroom’s back door opened, and Adele slid in. She hadn’t been on time all year, and the young science teacher didn’t expect her to change her ways for anything as trivial as a midterm exam. Adele glanced at the classroom clock. Only four minutes late  —  that was almost early for her.  
 
    Adele shuffled toward her traditional seat but stopped after a few steps. Bracketing the only unoccupied desk in the room were Carol and Peyton. Adele ground her teeth  —  but if this was the best Peyton could come up with, then Adele had grossly overestimated the girl’s bully potential.  
 
    Adele slipped into her seat as quietly as possible, surprised that Carol and Peyton kept their eyes fixed on the tests in front of them without any acknowledgement of her arrival, not even a covert glance. Warily, she pulled two pencils from her backpack and then stashed the bag on the floor behind her.  
 
    She went from question to question, waiting for Peyton or her friend to do something. By question twenty-nine, the suspense was unnerving. She chanced a look to see what they were up to. Both were uncharacteristically studious; Peyton delicately chewed the middle of her pencil while Carol had her eyes glued to her test, lips moving as she read the questions. 
 
    Adele relaxed a little and then she caught sight of Mr. Wolff. His glare seemed to bore right through her.  
 
    Realization smacked her like a wet towel. Oh, god, no! How could he? It was one thing for Bellingham to accuse her of cheating  —  but for anyone, especially Mr. Wolff, to think she’d copy off Peyton or her drone? That was just plain offensive. She glued her eyes to her test and raced through the questions. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Adele was finished. “Good test, Mr. Wolff,” she said as she placed her on his desk. 
 
    “Thank you, Adele,” he replied. He glanced at the clock in the back of the room. “You still have five minutes. Wouldn’t you like to take more time to review your answers?” 
 
    A loud sneeze came from the back of the room. Carol rocked back and forth, sneezes exploding behind her hand several more times. Without looking up from her test, Peyton reached into her purse, withdrew a box of tissues, and held them over Adele’s seat. Carol reached for the tissue box but succeeded in knocking it to the floor behind Adele’s desk. Both Carol and Peyton scrambled for the fallen box, disappearing from view long enough for Adele and Mr. Wolff to exchange amused glances.  
 
    Adele patted her test, lying face down on the corner of the teacher’s desk. “Don’t worry. I actually studied last night,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Mr. Wolff was the only teacher whose opinion of her mattered. He treated her differently from the others  —  always fair, never derisive or judgmental. He even offered words of encouragement from time to time. On several occasions, other teachers had commented that it was only Mr. Wolff’s forceful intervention that kept Mrs. Bellingham from ridding Cristobel and Merriweather’s of what she perceived as its most incorrigible, bad apple. 
 
    It was a reputation Adele didn’t hate, but she wasn’t sure she deserved it either.  
 
    Adele retrieved her backpack and went straight to her locker. She had just dialed the second number on her combination lock when a hand on her shoulder spun her around.  
 
    “You have to come with me,” Camille exhaled, her hand tightened for emphasis.  
 
    They ended up in a girls’ bathroom just down the hall from Mr. Wolff’s classroom. Just as they ducked inside, the unmistakable bulk of Marge Bellingham disappeared into the classroom Adele had just vacated. 
 
    Once the bathroom door closed, Camille was in her face. 
 
    “Adele, you’ve got it!”  
 
    “What? I’ve got what?” Adele stammered. 
 
    “The flash drive; mom’s flash drive with the tests!” Camille almost shouted. “Mom called me out of English class  —  when I walked in, Mrs. Bellingham was there. Mom started in right away. She said Mrs. Bellingham had warned me to stay away from you and I hadn’t listened and now look at the trouble you had gotten me into.” Camille’s eyes pled for understanding. “Then they both just looked at me like I knew what they were talking about, like it was my turn to say something.”  
 
    “Camille, you’re not making any sense!”  
 
    Camille took a moment before answering. “Okay. When I asked mom what she was talking about, she gave me the . . . well, you know . . . the glare, and she told me that Mrs. Bellingham had heard, from ‘a trusted, anonymous source’, that I let you into the office and that it was you that took the flash drive. Mrs. Bellingham said she always knew your test scores were too good  —  you had to be cheating, and this proved it.” 
 
    Adele stepped back. The sterile shininess of the tiled room lent an air of unreality to the situation. “What did you say?”  
 
    “That it wasn’t true. What else could I say? I couldn’t very well tell them that I let in Peyton.”  
 
    “What happened next?” 
 
    “Bellingham asked me again about you and the flash drive. She hinted that it might not be my fault and that I’d be off the hook as long as she got you.” 
 
    Adele nodded.  
 
    “I told Bellingham that I didn’t know anything,” Camille continued. “I told her what she heard was a lie. She didn’t like that part, got red in the face and told me that her anonymous source was ‘beyond reproach.’ Then she said it was plain that I’d chosen sides, and I’d be seeing her after she finished with you.” 
 
    “Well, she’s not going to find anything,” Adele said. She started pacing the space between the sinks and the toilet stalls. Her right hand pulled on a leather cord around her neck to free a finger-long, ceramic amulet from under her collar. Her father’s dZi was the only thing of substance that had been passed to her after her parents’ disappearance a decade earlier. Over the years, she’d found its presence to be comforting in times of stress, almost as if some inner essence of her father still resonated within the stone. 
 
    All of a sudden Adele paused. She swung her backpack off and opened it. It all made sense now. The sneezing fit, the dropped box of tissues.  
 
    “God, I’m such an idiot. My backpack was lying on its side when I got back to my seat,” she muttered, riffling through the contents. “I always leave it standing up, so I can get in it if I need anything.” She moved on to the pack’s exterior pouches. “Nothing,” she said with a relieved grin and then sat back on her heels. “Maybe I gave Peyton more credit than she deserves.”  
 
    She looked back at her pack and her smile faded. There was a small gap between the middle pages of her science book. She pulled the book out and opened it.  
 
    Anger, frustration, and fear replaced the relief she had felt only moments before. A two-inch, metal and plastic rectangle clattered to the floor. The word MIDTERMS was marked on it in fat, red letters. Camille and Adele exchanged looks; their eyes wide. 
 
    Adele snatched the drive off the floor and looked for a place to stash it. The gleaming tile and simple architecture of the bathroom offered no solution. Her backpack was out. Then it hit her. Cristobel and Merriweather’s was very PC. A personal search of any student was not done unless there was extraordinary cause.  
 
    “Go, get to your class!” she hissed at Camille.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” Camille shot back. 
 
    “All I know is your mom is going to get fired if that flash drive isn’t found. Somehow…” Adele shouldered her backpack and pushed through the bathroom door behind Camille  —  just in time to join the last-minute rush to class. 
 
    She rounded the corner, and her heart jumped to her throat. Just outside her classroom, Mrs. Bellingham stood in animated conversation with her teacher, Mrs. Perry. Adele’s first impulse was to turn and run, but Mrs. Perry had already spotted her.  
 
    “Ah, Miss de Saint Claire,” Mrs. Bellingham cooed when Adele walked up. “I’ve been looking for you. You left Mr. Wolff’s class five minutes early, and you’re only now just getting here. That’s a long time to go up one floor and down a hall, even for you.” She looked down her wide nose at Adele with a most disapproving expression. 
 
    “Locker, restroom,” was all Adele’s dry tongue could manage. 
 
    “Ah, yes, your locker. That would be the first place we need to go.” Mrs. Bellingham put her hand on Adele’s shoulder and turned her back into the hallway. They marched off in silence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2
The Paper Dragon 
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    Adele stood in front of her empty locker; books and papers formed a semicircle half the width of the hallway.   
 
    “Mrs. Bellingham, if you’d just tell me what you’re looking for . . .” Adele’s voice trailed off under the older woman’s don’t-waste-my-time scowl.  
 
    “I have it on good authority that you have taken some school property. You know full well what it is, so don’t play stupid with me.”  
 
    Mrs. Bellingham’s eyes shifted to a group of students that had slowed down to see what was happening. “Don’t you have someplace to be?” she barked at the gawkers. The students practically tripped over each other in an effort to get away. “Okay, now the backpack.”  
 
    Moments later, the contents of Adele’s backpack were strewn beside the items from her locker. Mrs. Bellingham examined each book and folder before inspecting the various pockets and pouches of Adele’s backpack. Adele’s pulse was just starting to slow when Mrs. Bellingham’s eyes brightened in a look of triumph; she had found a bulge in a zippered pouch that Adele had missed.  
 
    “What have we here, Miss de Saint Claire?” she said as she displayed the pouch at arm’s length. With great drama, she reached inside and withdrew a Forester combination penknife, nail file, scissors, and screwdriver.  
 
    Adele’s complexion turned visibly redder. “Oh, sorry, I forgot that pouch. That’s my multi-tool. It’s handy sometimes in science lab and when I break a nail . . .”  
 
    Mrs. Bellingham put out her hand to stop Adele’s explanation. “I don’t want to hear it,” she said, then stuffed the Forester in her pocket and went on to examine Adele’s digital music player. 
 
    Eventually, Mrs. Bellingham made a sweeping motion with her hand indicating that Adele should clean up the mass of books and folders strewn across the floor. When the last book fit into place, Adele was silently amazed at the extra room a little organization had gained her  —  the door even closed without having to throw her shoulder against it.  
 
    “Well, that’s it. Can I go now?” Adele asked, relieved, as she shouldered her backpack. 
 
    Mrs. Bellingham pursed her lips.  
 
    “Mrs. Bellingham?” 
 
    “No, Adele, you cannot go,” Marge Bellingham said. Her beady eyes gleamed under knitted brows. “We still have one place we haven’t searched.” 
 
    “What? We’ve looked everywhere.”  
 
     “Just come with me,” Mrs. Bellingham ordered. A few minutes later, she bustled into the school’s administrative suite with Adele a pace or two behind.  
 
    “Mrs. Carson,” Mrs. Bellingham called imperiously. Camille’s mother looked up in alarm. “Concerning that matter we discussed earlier. Miss de Saint Claire has failed to cooperate. We need a physical examination of her person. Please go get Principal Osborne. We need a second female faculty member present.”  
 
    Mrs. Carson raised her eyebrows. “Where do you want her to meet you? You’re not going to… I mean, this area’s pretty open. Students come in and out all the time.” 
 
    Marge Bellingham looked around, clearly regretting the student privacy rules.  
 
    “Your office  —  it’s close, and there aren’t any windows to compromise her precious privacy.” She motioned Adele into the lighted room. “Wait there.”  
 
    Mrs. Bellingham leaned against the doorframe, watching her every move. “Don’t you think this has gone on long enough? Why don’t you just hand it over? If I have to involve Principal Osborne in a physical search, I can promise you there will be a lot of questions that I’m sure will be embarrassing for your little friend, Camille.” Mrs. Bellingham let the threat dangle like a sword over Adele’s head. “Questions that might implicate negligence, and then where would she be?”  
 
    “I don’t have whatever it is you are looking for. I never took any school property of any kind, and that’s all I have to say,” Adele shot back, pacing nervously. 
 
    “Stop that pacing!” Mrs. Bellingham snapped. “It’s giving me a headache. Just sit over there.” A printer dominated the far end of the table she pointed at. Uneven stacks of paper were arranged haphazardly over the remaining veneered surface. Adele pushed some piles of paper aside and then hopped onto the table beside the printer, kicking her dangling legs.  
 
    Mrs. Bellingham glared at Adele as if she expected her to set the paper around her ablaze, then snorted as if disappointed that she hadn’t. Like a caged lion, Bellingham began striding between Mrs. Carson’s office and the hallway, alternately looking from her wristwatch to the round, black-and-white clock on the wall.  
 
    Adele watched, torn between amusement and terror. This wasn’t the first time she’d gotten into trouble, no matter what she’d told Camille, and the fallout would not be good. 
 
    She covertly retrieved her dZi. As her thumb stroked the amulet’s smooth surface, her anxiety began to subside. The amulet seemed to warm of its own accord, as if the dragon etched into its surface was generating heat of its own. A few more strokes sent fiery surges of energy flowing along her arm.  
 
    The stacks beside her began to rustle as if blown by a gentle breeze. She looked up at the air-conditioning vent in the ceiling. A frayed string from a long-discarded mobile hung limply  —  not a breath of air from the vent  —  and yet at table level, the papers were fluttering two or three deep.  
 
    Adele looked around to see if she had accidentally turned a fan on, then jumped down from her perch. The movement caught Mrs. Bellingham’s attention as she passed by the door. She stopped and gave Adele a severe, what-are-you-up-to-now look.  
 
    “My leg was going to sleep,” Adele said a little too rapidly. For effect she massaged her left thigh and shook it a couple of times. 
 
    Mrs. Bellingham shook her head in disgust and continued her pacing. 
 
    Adele chanced another quick look at the copier. In the center of the textured, white plastic, a whorl of blackness the size of a silver dollar rotated.  
 
    Adele blinked. “What the  — ” Bellingham glared at her, and, shifting calmly to block Bellingham’s view of the tiny black vortex, Adele finished innocently, “ —  time is it?” 
 
    “What the time is it?” Bellingham repeated. “The time, it is too late for you. Sit still and be quiet.” She resumed pacing, and Adele breathed out and then looked back at the vortex. 
 
    The apparition was strangely familiar. Like water dammed up too long, memories from a decade earlier flooded her mind.  
 
    Six months after Aunt Colette had told her that her parents were not coming back from the Himalayas, Adele still cried herself to sleep most nights. Just as her last whimpers were smoothing to the soft breaths of sleep a strange old lady arrived at the front door. Cross words between the stranger and Aunt Colette filtered up the stairway but the older woman prevailed, and she preceded her aunt into Adele’s room. She had almond eyes and honey skin like Adele’s own. Her accent was difficult to understand. Aunt Colette said the woman’s name was Kokoro Something-or-other, but the woman said that Adele should call her Sobo. 
 
    For more than a minute, Sobo scrutinized Adele as an art dealer would appraise a suspect painting. She lightly stroked Adele’s head with a hand that smelled of ginger. Then, without a word, Sobo left. 
 
    Later that night, Adele woke too terrified to scream. The dream she had had every night since her parents had vanished had come again; the dark, wet cave, the snaky monster, Daddy falling down a deep, black hole.  
 
    She lay still, covers clutched tightly over her head, listening. There was a slight rustle, and Adele peeked from under her blankets. The open doorway was backlit by the hallway nightlight. A woman’s silhouette stood within the softly lit rectangle.  
 
    “Mama,” blurted Adele, but she tightened the covers over her head and squeezed her eyes shut. 
 
    Someone sat on the edge of the bed and put a comforting hand on her shoulder. Sobo’s gingery-sweet smell drifted through the covers, and Adele surfaced.  
 
    Soft, yellow light flared from the lamp on the bed stand to drive the darkness from her room. Sobo bundled Adele into her lap and covered her small hand with her own. When she removed her hand, a white, angular bird made from folded paper rested in Adele’s palm.  
 
    Adele smiled up at Sobo and said, “Turkey?” 
 
    “Iie, no!” replied Sobo. “Is Ryo, eh? Dragon. Watch now.” She reached into a pocket and pulled out a cigar-shaped, ceramic object the length of Adele’s finger. “This dZi belong your papa san.” She took Adele’s other hand in hers, and together they stroked the smooth surface.  
 
    The dZi took on a life of its own, growing warmer and warmer until it was almost too hot for six-year-old fingers to touch. Then something strange happened. A dark spot formed on the metal housing covering the fish tank under her bedroom window.  
 
    Sobo did not seem concerned. In her thick Japanese accent, she told Adele to not be afraid. When the darkness had expanded to the size of Adele’s open palm, Sobo took the folded paper dragon and dropped it into the growing void. Then she gently removed Adele’s hand from the dZi. When Adele looked back to the fish tank, both the folded, white dragon and the spot of darkness were gone. Adele started to cry, but Sobo shushed her. She took the dZi and fastened it around Adele’s neck with a leather thong that passed through the long axis of the amulet.  
 
    “As long as you wear dZi, you make dragons go away,” she told Adele with great solemnity. 
 
    Then she told Adele that the little, paper dragon was a “good dragon.” If Adele was good and, of course, didn’t tell anyone about disappearing dragons, the good dragon would come back.  
 
    Sobo was gone the next day.  
 
    Adele checked her fish tank all day long. When she woke the following morning, there was a white, paper dragon perched on top. 
 
    Footsteps down the hall brought Adele back to the present. Mrs. Bellingham was gone  —  probably to hurry Principal Osborne along. Adele stole a look behind her. The dark, whirling blemish had grown slightly, the breeze had picked up.  She glanced back at the empty doorway, “to make the dragons go away,” Adele whispered to herself.  
 
    Carefully she withdrew the flash drive from her pocket, just as Mrs. Bellingham’s voice boomed in the hallway. 
 
    Adele leaned backwards, chanced one more look and then dropped the flash drive over the spinning vortex just as Principal Osborne joined Mrs. Bellingham at the door. The two ladies stepped inside and regarded Adele, who quickly folded both shaky hands in her lap. There was a sharp pop behind her, but she didn’t dare check to see if the tiny vortex was still there. Without being told, she hopped down from her perch and, with the broadest smile she could manage, looked Mrs. Bellingham straight in the eye.  
 
    “I assume you’re going to tell me to assume the position,” she said as she raised her arms straight out to her sides. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3
The Cathedral 
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    Visitors to the Capitol Cathedral could quickly forget that it lay in the heart of Washington, D.C. Set within manicured grounds; the edifice was surrounded by office buildings, dormitories, and a school. The cathedral itself towered above oaks a hundred years old as if to proclaim its purpose to be above the fray of human existence. 
 
    “I can’t believe it’s really here.” Malcolm Arnold’s left hand moved along the edge of the crate, an over-engineered wooden box a hand span taller than he could reach and half again that in length. “It’s real. La Porte des Serviteurs du Maudit,” he whispered.  
 
    “You don’t know the extraordinary measures the Oxford dons went through to persuade the Vatican to let this thing off the Continent,” said Arthur Pettifore-Cox as he squeezed next to Malcolm, careful not to get any dust on his dark suit and clerical collar. His beady eyes scanned the perimeter of the crate. “It’s a mystery to me why you would agree to let us host your exhibit over your beloved Smithsonian just to procure this one piece.” 
 
    “My dear Arthur.” Malcolm put his arm around the other man’s shoulder in mock affection. “There are some who believe La Porte was the starting place, the inspiration for all those winged, fanged, and clawed carvings we’ve unpacked here today. I’d have held the exhibit in Hollywood to get this here.” 
 
    “Yes, well . . .” Arthur brushed Malcolm’s hand from his shoulder as if removing an unsavory bug. “If you believe the legends; I, for one, put my trust in facts, not fairy tales.”  
 
    “You know the funny thing about legends? Most start with a kernel of truth,” Malcolm replied. He ran his fingers along a line of black letters stenciled against lighter plywood. “Tradition says this slab of stone is the doorway to hell from whence the dragon called La Gargouille emerged to attack ships on the River Seine in sixth century France. When St. Romanus killed the beast and tried to burn the body, the neck and head proved to be fireproof. Not to be put off, he had it mounted on the church wall as a kind of trophy. And in a nutshell that is the mythical start of the art form we are exhibiting here.”  
 
    Malcolm turned with an expansive gesture, barely missing Arthur’s face. “Now tell me that’s not the perfect historical bookend for an exhibit called Gargoyles and Grotesques from the Great Cathedrals of Europe.”  
 
     “Thanks for the history lesson. Now let’s get it moved,” Arthur replied. 
 
    The forklift had almost enough room to make the turn and work its unwieldy load out of the shipping container — almost. 
 
     “Hold!” both men shouted in concert. The edge of the lift hit the wall of the container, and before either man could react, the load slid out of balance. The near end tipped down, driving the wooden edge of the packing crate into the floor with a thud. At the same time, a splintering sound came from the top of the crate. 
 
    “Oh, damn,” Arthur said, his normally subdued British accent now in full bloom. “Bishop’s going to have my head on a platter for this.”  
 
    ****** 
 
    The next morning, Arthur met Malcolm and another man introduced as Harold Meyers, an expert in ancient metalworking. Together they rode the freight elevator to the overcroft, the cathedral’s cavernous attic, a portion of which served as a repository for currently not-in-use items such as carts stacked with folding chairs, crates of seasonally appropriate choir robes and tapestries, excess iron grating, and cases of chalices and candle holders.  
 
    The area adjacent to the freight elevator had been cleared for a makeshift facility where the stone artifacts were removed from their shipping crates. Opaque, plastic tarps draped from slanted ceiling beams created a roughly cubical enclosure used for both the initial uncrating and inspection of each exhibit, as well as any repairs. 
 
    “Repairing the iron frame won’t be hard. There’ll be a slight gap, but I can fill that in. The inlay of gold and silver wires is another story. That’ll take some time,” Harold Myers remarked as he scrutinized the damaged La Porte. “The bent eye bolt will need some added reinforcement to take the strain if you plan to hang it.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Malcolm cut in. “The chains are already in place, as well as the fixtures for the back-lighting effect. We’ve no time to jerry rig something else.”  
 
    “No problem then,” Harold said. “I’ve a new gadget, a tunable plasma welder that can lay down a continuous bead of metal of any size necessary for a job like this.”  
 
    “How long? The exhibit opens the evening of the thirty-first,” Malcolm said. 
 
    “No sweat.” Harold nodded at a pair of cases loaded on small dollies he’d brought with him. “I’ve got a big job in New York day after tomorrow, so I have to be done by then. Show me a 220 outlet, and I’m in business.”  
 
      
 
    By evening, the lightning storm that forecasters had predicted for the afternoon had finally moved in. Harold winced with each growl from the heavens and cursed what a lightning strike on the power grid would do to his equipment.  
 
    As predicted the repairs to the iron frame were pretty straightforward. The bent eyebolt straightened nicely after heating the shaft to an incandescent red and the added reinforcement was hardly noticeable after treatment with some corrosive chemicals to simulate the patina of aging.  
 
    Restoring the decorative filigree of gold and silver was another matter. The more bead he laid down the more power he had to dial in to continue. It was as if something were sucking up power before the metal could be vaporized and deposited.  
 
    Harold cut power out of frustration. Outside, the thunderstorm beat its fury against the ceiling of the cathedral. The flood lights dimmed momentarily, followed almost immediately by a rolling boom of thunder. 
 
    “That’s where my power’s going,” Harold growled. “Storm’s knocking down lines all over the city. If it goes here, I’m screwed.”  
 
    He dialed up the amperage on the welder and went back to work. Behind the darkened glass of his welding mask, Harold was oblivious to the ghostly blue glow emanating from within the featureless milky quartz of La Porte. 
 
    ****** 
 
    “Wisconsin Willie” and his shopping cart had been a mobile landmark along Wisconsin Avenue ever since the V.A. doctors declared that his body healed from the effects of the I.E.D. the “voices” to be a mild manifestation of P.T.S.D.  
 
    At the moment, he was hungry, wet and, worst of all, emerging from the alcoholic haze that helped him forget the Humvee, the I.E.D. and the voices he heard since waking in the hospital in Kandahar. His bags of scavenged cans and bottles had become saturated by the rain several blocks earlier. The extra weight was enough to cause the damaged rear wheel of his shopping cart to seize.  
 
    A curse followed by a thump and an even louder curse preceded the clanging sound of cans being kicked into the street. Willie limped a few paces from his cart, stopped, then limped back. For a moment he considered kicking it again, but he had sobered enough to know it would only bruise his foot.  
 
    Willie took a good look up and down the street. The massive glow in the mist half a block ahead could only be spotlights reflecting off the white, marble exterior of the Capitol Cathedral.  
 
    Willie passed the cathedral twice each day. Not a particularly religious man, Willie nonetheless appreciated the occasional miracle — like when his passage happened to coincide with the emergence of a congregation following a holiday service, which usually included a sermon emphasizing charity and generosity.  
 
    Willie squeezed the corner of a Mexican blanket he had liberated from a dumpster earlier that day. Dirty water squished between his fingers. Tentatively he pushed at the cart. The frozen wheel only skidded on the wet pavement. His home, a makeshift shelter behind a parking structure, was at least another mile up Wisconsin Avenue. Wind-driven rain would surely have penetrated his fiberboard roof and the uninviting interior would be little drier.  
 
    He fingered the few coins that were all he had to show for the day’s scrounging.  
 
    “Not enough,” he grumbled. Thunder rumbled overhead. The prospect of walking home and facing such a miserable night without any liquid fortification was not a happy one.  
 
    Bushes, cart, sidewalk, everything around Willie was suddenly lit in brilliant, electric blaze. The concussion felt like someone punched him in the chest. On instinct, he dove into the hedge bordering the sidewalk with a shout: “Incoming!” 
 
    Icy rain stung the backs of Willie’s legs. His face was buried in damp leaves. He’d been holding his breath long enough for his lungs to burn. Willie exhaled into the leaves then breathed in icy air that smelled of wet dirt. The coldness and smell of decaying oak leaves didn’t seem right. It took a moment for his brain to sort things out. The flash, the noise; his mind had gone back to where the air was hot, dry and every breath was laced with the pungent odor of grain, goats, and napalm.  
 
    What was it the doctors had told him? Oh yeah . . .  
 
    I’m home. This is not the Afanaistan. I’m safe. His lips soundlessly mimed the mantra.  
 
    Cars splashed by as if nothing had happened. Wisconsin Avenue was awash in headlamps and the lights of shops across the street. Behind him, though, the grounds of the Capitol Cathedral complex were suddenly plunged into darkness. A block away, a wooden power pole smoldered where a lightning bolt had taken out a transformer.  
 
    “Awesommmme . . .” Willie looked back and forth between the smoldering transformer and the now darkened cathedral grounds. He cringed as another lightning bolt spider-webbed across the sky.  
 
    Willie rubbed his eyes. A curtain of mist shifted, and lightning flashed overhead, outlining the blocky white form of the cathedral. He found an opening in the hedge bordering the sidewalk and pushed his cart through it then stashed it behind a tree. He wrestled an old burlap bag containing most of his daily rummaging’s from the cart. Pulling his rain-soaked military jacket tight around him, Wisconsin Willie limped toward the darkened edifice. 
 
      
 
    The plasma torch flared explosively and then died. Harold flipped up his welder’s mask. It took several seconds for the bright spots singed into his retinas to subside. The floodlights had gone out; the workspace was now lit only by battery-powered emergency lights spaced at intervals along the ceiling. 
 
    When the spots waned, he saw that the power surge had vaporized seven inches of silver alloy rod and melted to uselessness the working end of the torch. 
 
    Twenty minutes, maybe half an hour more and I’d be done, Harold thought in frustration. Now this! 
 
    Harold walked over to the power pack. The surge protector had tripped and was now too hot to touch. Protecting his finger with his shirt, he toggled the switch without success. It didn’t matter — there was no power and no telling when it would come back on.  
 
    He muttered some words dredged up from his navy days, grabbed a flashlight, and turned back. His eyes were now adjusted to the darkness to see the blue light radiating from the milky stone. Above the surface, a miniature aurora borealis flickered through the spectrum from aquamarine to deep violet. 
 
    Harold stood transfixed. As he watched, the scintillating glow coalesced in the panel’s lower left, then undulated counterclockwise, circling the periphery to explode in a shower of violet sparks above the point where it had started.  
 
    “Holy mother of. . .” Harold whispered. “I don’t believe it!”  
 
    As he watched, the flowing light began to accelerate. Hypnotized, Harold shuffled a step closer, then closer still. Blinking several times to clear his mind, he noticed a fist-sized blackness in the center of the stone; a weird darkness that was not something dark rotating there as an absence of substance — like a deep hole in the stone.  
 
    Harold turned to his toolbox for the camera he always brought to jobs. When he looked back, the dark spot had grown to more than a foot across. Smoke from the welding process was rotating in a lazy swirl above the aurora. 
 
    Harold snapped a few digital pictures. He tried several settings, but in the low light, they all came out blurred.  
 
    “They won’t believe me — they’ll think I was drunk,” he complained.  
 
    All around the enclosure, strips of paper began to rustle as in a soft breeze. The heavy plastic sheets stapled to vertical two-by-fours around him began to billow as if wind were coming from all directions at once.  
 
    The black void had now grown larger than a manhole. Just as Harold took a step back, the rotating aurora flared upward, bathing the ceiling timbers in harsh, cobalt light.  
 
    The plastic sheeting snapped outward with a loud pop. Warm, moist air flowed from the azure vortex as if a door had suddenly opened to a tropical cyclone. The air was heavy with a strong, musky smell tinged with the nose-burning tang of ozone.  
 
    A thousand tiny sparks sizzled up the vortex as it rose like an inverted whirlpool. It convulsed, and a large, dark shape erupted from the center and flew in an arc away from Harold. Whatever it was smashed through the far plastic wall, sending a shower of sheeting and wood in all directions, and Harold dove for cover. 
 
    Once the debris stopped falling, he got up and brushed himself off. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the gloom. The inverted blue whirlpool had vanished, leaving the quartz slab dark and lifeless. Hazy light shone through the tattered remains of the far wall as if something massive had been thrown through the wood and plastic sheeting. Beyond emergency lights cast pools of light too dim to make out any definite shapes in the uncrating space.  
 
     “This is not my fault!” Harold muttered to himself as he stumbled over to La Porte and cleared away bits of plastic and wooden debris. 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief when a cursory examination showed no apparent damage. In fact, except for a small area where the gold and silver inlay was still marred by small cracks and buckles, it was difficult to tell the damaged area from the rest of the frame. 
 
    “Come on! Just give me twenty more minutes of pow — ” Harold’s plea to the heavens was cut short by the sound of a two-by-four falling to the overcroft floor.  
 
    “What was that?” He grabbed a flashlight and carefully stepped through the shattered wall and around power cords dangling from the ceiling.  
 
    A half-opened crate lay on its side — a shattered stone wing lay a yard away. Harold cringed. The stone sculpture showed signs of weathering with discolored patches of lichen on its surface. Someone in high places is going to be looking for a head to roll for damage like this to an authentic gargoyle.  
 
    Harold grabbed his cell phone and depressed a speed dial option.  
 
    “You have reached the office of Dr. Malcolm Arnold,” buzzed a monotone voice from the speaker. “Leave a message.” 
 
    “Ah, Dr. Arnold, this is Harold Meyers. Hey, there’s been an accident.” Harold took a moment to compose his thoughts. What could he say that wouldn’t sound crazy? “I think lightning hit the power lines, and there was a surge.” As he spoke, he secured his welder and tools to a dolly and set off toward the stairway at the far end of the overcroft. “There was some kind of, uh, ball lightning or something around the artifact, and it caused a bit of damage to the restoration structures, and . . .”  
 
    A sound like a screwdriver scraping across the floor resonated through the room behind him. 
 
    “Who’s there?” Harold called into the darkness.    
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4
The Grotesque 
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    A cold gust of wind pushed the heavy bronze door shut with a metallic thud. The cavernous interior of the church was dimly lit by emergency flood lights, mounted at intervals around the periphery. Willie was disappointed. Surely no parishioners remained within the cathedral, parishioners whose sense of charity might be piqued to take pity on a wet and miserable soul on such a night.  
 
    On a stone pillar immediately to his right hung a banner proclaiming, Gargoyles and Grotesques from the Great Cathedrals of Europe, October 31 to November 30.  
 
    Willie shivered. His coat dripped rainwater, adding to the growing puddle around him. Quietly he moved from the entrance, passing behind several stone pillars in the direction of an alcove just off the narthex. Twin doors at the far end of the alcove bore male and female symbols, which Willie recognized as restrooms.  
 
    “Problem’s not down here,” a voice called from the cathedral’s interior. Willie could see a flashlight beam working its way toward him.  
 
    In a panic, Willie ducked into the men’s room just as a stocky, balding man carrying a heavy toolbox huffed up the steps to the foyer. In an instant, another man joined him. 
 
    “Where you going, Sam?” the newcomer inquired. 
 
    “Goin’a check the circuit breakers. Want to help?” 
 
    “Don’t bother. Transformer outside got toasted. No juice to the entire complex.” 
 
    Sam put the box down. “Good, I wasn’t looking forward to lugging this thing around all night. Probably be a couple of hours till there’s power. Let’s get something to eat.”  
 
    The newcomer picked up his friend’s toolbox with a grunt. “I’ll carry if you drive. Where’s your truck?” 
 
    Willie waited in the bathroom for a good five minutes after the voices left. He didn’t like any of his choices. Staying in the darkened cathedral was certainly better than venturing back into the stormy night, but the power would eventually return, and he would be discovered if he stayed in the sanctuary.  
 
    He bustled from the restroom and pushed through a door marked STAIRS. The air smelled a bit stale, but it was dry, and the exertion of climbing warmed him. At the third landing, Willie stopped to catch his breath. He was still dripping water. The trail of puddles was obvious, but there was nothing he could do about it.  
 
    Four levels later, Willie wheezed to a stop. A door with the lettering OVERCROFT was illuminated by another emergency light. The door squeaked open when he tried the latch. A warm current of air flowed over him, an offer of sanctuary that Willie accepted without hesitation.  
 
    Willie stopped just inside the doorway. The ceiling peaked twenty feet overhead, then sloped to meet the walls somewhere in the darkness on either side. Clusters of emergency lights created regular islands of brightness along the length of the cathedral. Crates, clothing racks, and long rows of folding chairs on wheeled gurneys haphazardly cluttered the floor space far into the shadowy interior. 
 
    At the far end, Willie could make out a cubic enclosure backlit by a flickering, ghostly blue light.  
 
    “Looks like someone’s got themselves one hell’uva lightshow,” Willie murmured as he set down his burlap bag and then cautiously began to remove his black, military watch cap. Lining the cap was a layer of wrinkled aluminum foil, still molded to the shape of his head. The foil lining was torn, a two-inch gap ran from the edge of the cap to the peak. Willie peeled the foil from the cap’s interior, all the while staring at the flickering blue light. His fingers worked fast, without his foil shield, the voices would creep into his mind, they always did. White noise, like TV static, was already growing inside his head. Willie searched the cacophony of mental images for anything directed toward him but found only random thoughts, the strongest coming from a mind in an obvious state of confused irritation.  
 
    Probably down at the other end where that funny light is, Willie thought. He weighed his options, and the certainty of being pummeled by the thunderstorm outside proved much less inviting than the probability of being discovered by whoever was flashing those lights at the other end.  
 
    He removed a crinkled ball of aluminum foil from his pocket and unrolled a section. Shaky hands molded it tightly over his greasy scalp. By the time he refitted the worn watch cap over the aluminum, the mental static had subsided and he felt safely isolated from the world.  
 
     Willie ventured a short way into the darkness of the overcroft. As he went, he searched crates and other objects around him. Long years of experience had taught him that workmen often abandoned half-eaten lunches and, better yet, sometimes stashed some of that “something extra” for coffee breaks. Early dinner had been a bottle of cheap strawberry wine too many hours ago. Willie was now beginning to feel the familiar roughness around the edges as reality abraded nerves previously blunted by alcohol.  
 
    Fatigued and disappointed, he paused to enjoy warm air flowing up from a metal grate in the floor. Willie placed his jacket and burlap sack on top of a nearby pile of boards, then sat down, savoring the comforting flow of warm air. 
 
    He closed his eyes, planning to move as soon as he warmed up. In moments his snores wafted into the open silence of the overcroft. 
 
    A pair of eagles plummeted to earth! Their screeching pierced his ears. Louder and louder till the sound resolved into the thundering whine of jet engines at full throttle. They plummeted through the clouds, breaking out above a green patchwork of fields. They streaked over a village and banked hard. The engines screamed louder, passing over the village, then receded into the heavens. A clap of thunder, then a wall of broiling flame engulfed the village. Smoke billowed toward him, heavy with the stench of burnt flesh and gasoline.  
 
    For years, sometimes when he left his mind was unguarded, the memory surfaced. This time his waking mind felt something different — not horror from a long-ago war but sadistic hunger in the present.  
 
    Willie’s eyes flew open. His heart was pounding, and his head threatened to explode. He rolled himself up onto all fours and swallowed back bile as his stomach tried to empty itself. 
 
    “It ain’t real. This ain’t Afghanistan. You’re home! You’re safe,” Willie recited.  
 
    Slowly panic abated as his recent memory returned. The storm, the cold wetness, then warmth and shelter — it all filtered back. 
 
    But he didn’t feel safe. Somehow, he knew that something more than his nightmare had awakened him. When he looked around, he could make out a structure covered in tattered plastic, backlit by a bank of emergency lights, where the blue rectangle had been. Clanging sounds came from the structure as if someone were packing tools into a metal case.  
 
    Willie was confused and angry. He often felt like that between bottles, but this was different. It was as if someone else’s feelings were invading his mind. He put his head in his hands. Instead of the familiar knit of the watch cap, he felt greasy hair. Frantically he searched the floor until he found the cap. The foil lining crinkled as he put it back on. The unease melted away as he smoothed the metal over his temples. 
 
    Keeping to the shadows Willie moved to where he could get a better look at the makeshift plastic and wood structure constructed within the attic space. He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw only a single human shadow moving about the backlit white plastic. The shadow seemed to wrestle at the edge of a stack of something and moved them toward the edge of the structure. 
 
    A short, muscular man stepped from the enclosure, pushing what appeared to be metal cases stacked on a dolly, muttering into a phone. He stopped for a moment and looked to the back wall where a battery powered pair of emergency lights flanked the broad wooden door to the freight elevator, shrugged, then started toward the doorway at the other end that Willie had come through.  
 
    A sound like metal scraping on concrete echoed through the overcroft.  
 
    “Who’s there?” the man called out. 
 
    Willie held his breath.  
 
    “Come on, if there’s someone there come on and give me a hand so we can both get out of here,” the man called again. 
 
    Keeping low behind boxes and racks of choir robes Willie edged toward the doorway.  
 
    From the dark darkness an unearthly howl erupted. Willie froze in place in place. Metal cases clanged to the floor. A few seconds later the workman sprinted through a cone of light, heading toward the door. 
 
    The man was surprisingly agile. He dodged around an obstacle at the edge of another illuminated area. In the half shadow ahead of the man, something dark grew out of the floor. He must have caught sight of it too because he came to a dead stop.  
 
    Willie scurried through the shadows on hands and knees toward the safety of the distant doorway. In the darkness, his burlap bag caught on something. Cans and other collected treasures clattered to the floor around him. 
 
    Behind Willie, the workman sprinted into action. He dodged around the shadow and scurried like a linebacker. He only made it a few paces before something caught his ankle, and he sprawled face-first onto the floor with a loud “Oomph.”  
 
    The shadowy figure rose to the ceiling like a cloud of charcoal dust then spread out to something that resembled a huge bat with wings spread wide. In the blink of an eye it collapsed, engulfing the man. 
 
    “Okay, Willie. We seen big bats before,” Willie hyperventilated as he huddled to the floor. “We know this ain’t real. Just take it easy. We’ll get out of here and get us a bottle and the bogey’ll go away.” 
 
    Over his wheezing Willie could make out a sound like dry branches breaking where he had seen the shadow collapse on the workmen. 
 
    “Enough!” Willie yelled as he bolted toward the exit. Behind him, something crashed into a rack of metal folding chairs, sending sparks and chairs flying in all directions. When Willie ducked under a rack of choir robes the watch cap was brushed from his head.  
 
    Confusion and anger flooded his mind. He stooped to grab his cap, but another mental blast drove him to his knees. Like a man in a flooded river Willie struggled against the current of alien thoughts to replace his cap and regain control of his mind.  
 
    With his cap back on, his vision cleared. A black curtain rose to block the nearest emergency light. Willie reached into his pockets for anything that could be used as a weapon. One held a few crushed aluminum cans and the crumpled ball of foil. He hurled the cans into the darkness only to have one batted back, narrowly missing his head. 
 
    His other jacket pocket was full of rusty screws and bolts he had scavenged. He grabbed what he could. Not much, some sharp screws and one heavy-duty bolt.  
 
    What the hell, he thought. Might give it tetanus.  
 
    He threw the handful of screws at blackness. A moment later a constellation of small explosions burst like Chinese New Year accompanied by a loud, animal roar.  
 
    The door! Willie remembered. Get to the door!  
 
    He moved faster than he had since his squad was ambushed fifteen klicks outside of Kandahar. He hit the door with enough force to drive the breath from his lungs, grabbed the handle, and pulled. The door would not open. He took a hurried look back. Just beyond the circle of illumination marking the exit, a shadow swelled toward the ceiling. Within the darkness, twin ovals of blue flame burned with an intensity that it felt as if the light penetrated his forehead to pummel hatred into his mind. 
 
    Willie’s eyes refused to focus. He pulled on the door until his thumb found the flat, metal latch on top. He was rewarded with a welcome click. Quickly, Willie swung the door open, darted into the half-lit stairway, and then slammed the door shut behind him. Resisting the temptation to look back through the window, Willie stumbled down the stairs as fast as his feet would carry him. 
 
    ******* 
 
    “. . . some kind of industrial accident. An explosion or something knocked out the wall. We found burnt welding equipment, so maybe a tank blew or something.” Detective Gunnison flipped a page in his notebook and ran his finger along some notes before speaking again.  “Whoever was working here left in a hurry. His tools are spread out all over. Could be this Harold guy got in the way of some thieves and things got ugly.” 
 
    “Thieves, up here,” Malcolm Arnold asked with a tone of incredulity. “Really, Officer, have you looked around? These exhibits are carved stone, at least a thousand pounds each. You don’t seriously think someone would just back their car up to the loading dock, throw a couple of gargoyles in the trunk, and speed away to the nearest pawnshop.”  
 
    “Just how much do you know about this guy Meyers?”  
 
    “Harold Meyers is an antique metal arts restoration specialist. He was working late to repair some minor damage to one of our exhibits.” 
 
     “It’s possible, then, that this Meyers guy caused the explosion?” 
 
    “I don’t see how he could. The gases he uses aren’t flammable. But I know he was here when it happened.” Malcolm stepped past Detective Gunnison. He grimaced at the sight of the broken gargoyle. “That’s a lot more damage than I was expecting . . .”  
 
    Detective Gunnison was writing furiously on his clipboard. “You haven’t heard anything else from Mr. Meyers? Don’t you think that’s odd, considering the explosion? I mean . . .” The frustrated detective was at a loss for words. He jerked a finger at the ruined statues and tools. 
 
    Malcolm shook his head vigorously. “Harold’s services are always in demand. I know he had an urgent job in New York today. I imagine that with the power out there was nothing else he could do, so he left. He did call…”  
 
    Detective Gunnison started to reply, but Malcolm was already walking toward a lone grotesque, half hidden behind several crates.  
 
    Malcolm couldn’t recall this particular work in his manifest of exhibits. He would certainly have remembered this piece because of its sheer size — crouched as it was, teeth and claws bared as if about to pounce on prey, the stone creature was so tall it almost reached the ceiling. He ran through a mental map of the exhibition but could not remember any place designated for it. In fact, now that he thought of it, he wasn’t sure how it had ever fit into the service elevator. 
 
    “Hey, Malcolm!” Arthur’s high-pitched voice sang out behind him. “Dr. Arnold! I need you to explain to the detective the urgency of our situation here. If he keeps this whole area a crime scene, we can get back to work.”  
 
    “Damn.” Malcolm stopped mid-stride. He craned his neck to see as much of the curious statue as he could. Its surface looked pristine except for a half-dozen divots covering the front. The monotone surface had the color and texture of charcoal, so unlike any material he had seen before. Its artistic style wasn’t any he was familiar with. He wondered where had it come from — and why did it look so unweathered?  
 
    “Dr. Arnold, please!” Arthur pleaded behind him. “Don’t you know anybody in the government you can call?  
 
    “Oh, all right. I’ll be right there!” Malcolm called back. All these distractions, that’s why I can’t even remember the blasted inventory.  
 
    Malcolm returned to his office some hours later, frustrated at the dawdling pace of local bureaucracies. By then he had completely forgotten the out-of-place grotesque. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5
All Hallows’ Eve 
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    The sun was just touching the western horizon when the students began to arrive. Chartered coaches and twelve-passenger vans, all proudly sporting the crests of the most exclusive and expensive private schools inside the Washington beltway, filled the parking lot. In one corner, a small cadre of public-school buses clustered like wallflowers at a school prom. A select few students arrived in black vehicles with darkened windows and government license plates. These students were followed at an unobtrusive distance by impeccably dressed men and women with the comical habit of speaking into their shirtsleeves.  
 
    Costumed kids hurried along paved trails through the wooded cathedral grounds. Spaced at regular intervals were signs shaped like black cats or pointed witches’ hats assuring the students that they were moving in the correct direction.  
 
    From time to time, students would encounter bared claws and snarling, fang-filled jaws strategically placed in blind curves and sheltered alcoves. Along the many footpaths, screams erupted, followed by peals of laughter. 
 
    Gradually, the tide of teens found its way inside a large, brick building that doubled as an assembly hall and gymnasium for the Cathedral School complex. Retractable bleachers had been pushed flat against the walls, opening a broad expanse of wooden floor. Fairy princesses, cinematic ghouls, and caricatures of current political figures gathered around school crests. A stage was arrayed with several guitars, drums, and an electric piano, all bearing the logo of a popular band. The backdrop of amplifiers and towering loudspeakers promised measurable hearing loss to anyone who spent the evening within the walls.  
 
    Midway into the hall, a gaggle of costumed girls clustered around a flag emblazoned with a medieval sailing ship threatened by a gray-bearded Poseidon. Each girl’s elaborate costume was matched by an equally intricate hairdo rising like a cloud above her mask.  
 
    Four instructors, conspicuous in their powder-blue jackets, stood with their backs to the banner. Each faced a different direction, trying to keep account of their charges.  
 
    “Are we all here?” the copper-haired, middle-aged matron barked over the din of adolescent voices. 
 
    “We may be one or two short,” Joseph Wolff replied. He elevated his already tall frame to the tips of his toes and craned his neck around for a better view. “Adele is the only one I know for sure is missing.” 
 
    “Adele!” Mrs. Bellingham grimaced. “I should have known. If anyone could be a problem tonight, it’ll be that girl.”  
 
    “You still haven’t forgiven her for being innocent of that cheating scheme you accused her of,” Mr. Wolff said. 
 
    “Innocent!” Mrs. Bellingham coughed out the word like it had been stuck in her throat. “I have my sources, Joseph, and she said that she saw Adele put the drive in her backpack. Just because I couldn’t find it doesn’t mean she’s innocent.” 
 
    “But Mrs. Carson found the missing flash drive in her office a day later. Probably just slipped between a couple of stacks of tests or something,” Mr. Wolff replied. 
 
    “What she said was that it popped out of the printer while she was printing some tests. ‘Like it had been stuck in there and then suddenly popped loose,’ I think were her exact words,” Mrs. Bellingham corrected. “Adele sat next to that printer. Plenty of time to hide the drive while I wasn’t looking. I’ve said from her first day at Cristobel and Merriweather’s Academy, she’d lower the standards and be a dangerous example to the other girls — and you’re not going to convince me otherwise. She’s just not C & M material, no matter how large an endowment her uncle gives the school. Money’s no substitute for breeding.” 
 
    “Ah, there she is,” Mr. Wolff pointed to the far side of the hall. “Nothing more sinister than a trip to the restroom.” 
 
    Mrs. Bellingham squinted in the direction Mr. Wolff indicated. Just visible in a sea of taller students, Adele’s unmistakable spiked hairdo wove its way through the crowd in the general direction of the Cristobel and Merriweather’s students.  
 
    When Adele broke out of the crowd and joined her fellow students, Mr. Wolff could hear the unmistakable squeaking of Mrs. Bellingham’s molars grinding together. Above a dark, gothic costume, Adele wore no mask; instead she displayed an armamentaria of earrings, eyebrow rings, and nose studs glittered in multicolored splendor.  
 
    Joseph groaned. His first personal interaction with Adele had been to broker a deal between the socially defiant girl and the school’s limited body-piercing policy. In an act of diplomacy worthy of the United Nations, he’d gotten the obstinate teenager and the school administration to compromise. A limit of three pieces of body jewelry while on C & M grounds gave the school a chance to display both 21st-century tolerance as well as control over adolescent excesses.  
 
    Mr. Wolff could only shake his head in anticipation of the coming conflict. Adele would naturally insist that the cathedral was not C & M Academy grounds. Marge Bellingham would counter that it was a school function and that Adele’s ostentatious appearance could only be construed as an act of public defiance, calculated to bring disrepute to the academy.  
 
    A spindly ballerina acknowledged Adele’s arrival with a relieved smile. “Adele, where have you been? They’re almost ready to start. I thought you got lost or something,” Camille said.  
 
    “I was just taking in the freak show,” Adele replied. She leaned close, so she wouldn’t have to shout to be heard. “Besides, you know I get antsy in crowds, especially this one. I feel like we’re being watched — makes my skin crawl.” 
 
    Camille snorted. “Girl, this is the one night you fit in.” 
 
    “I’m used to being gawked at by the drones. This is different.” Adele absently fingered the dZi fastened around her neck.  
 
    The shrill squeal of feedback through a megawatt amplifier brought all conversation to a halt. A portly woman in witch robes adjusted her pointed hat and stepped behind a podium on the elevated stage.  
 
    “Good evening!” reverberated through the hall. The plump witch motioned to someone offstage to turn the sound lower. “Good evening! Ah, that’s better. Welcome to all you little witches, spooks, and . . . whatever. I’m Sally Nucome, headmistress of the Capitol Cathedral’s Saint Saturus School. We have a marvelous program this All Hallows’ Eve. There are games and food at the dormitory area, a maze in the athletic field, and do be careful wandering the grounds. Who knows what may spring from the bushes showering unsuspecting passersby with goodies.” 
 
    “Oooooh!” Adele’s drawn-out, sotto voce comment brought dark looks from the girls around her and a friendly elbow from Camille.  
 
    Sally Nucome continued. “This year we are all part of a wonderful cultural celebration. Tonight is the opening of the exhibit, Gargoyles and Grotesques from the Great Cathedrals of Europe. What you see on the grounds and in the cathedral are examples of medieval stonework. They are on loan to us from numerous European cathedrals and museums. The sculptures scattered throughout the grounds are, of course, reproductions. Within the cathedral proper are a dozen or so real ones. Some of our teachers have volunteered to lead tours for students who want to see these.” 
 
    “Just what I want, another history lesson by some withered old bat,” a cracking male voice exclaimed. As if to echo the boy’s sentiment, the general background of chatter picked up to a soft roar. This fact was not lost on the hosts. A whispered comment from off stage brought the speaker back from her professorial digression. 
 
     “Well, yes,” her amplified voice rose over the audiences murmuring. “I was saving the best for the last. What celebration would be complete without music? And to fit the occasion we have music by . . . um . . . by . . .” The headmistress searched in vain for her reading glasses. Finally, she held a note card at arm’s length. “The, um, Dames of Perdition!”  
 
    Silence greeted her pronouncement. 
 
    “That’s Demons of Perdition, lady!” bellowed the same boy.  
 
    Snickers broke into laughter, then erupted into cheers. If there was more to the formal program, it was abandoned as kids started to mill about amid increasing chatter. 
 
    Adele turned toward the door. Barely audible through the din, she could just make out Mrs. Bellingham announcing to the students that they were to meet at their respective buses no later than eleven-thirty.  
 
    A hand gripped Adele’s shoulder. 
 
     “I’ll bet you really feel at home tonight,” Peyton whispered. “Tonight, the entire world’s a freak show, and you’re the only one that didn’t have to change.” She gave Adele a little shove. “You know, you’re an embarrassment to the school. Frankly, it’s humiliating even to be seen with you.”  
 
    “I’d think you’d be used to humiliation by now, Peyton.” Adele leaned in until her nose was only inches from Peyton’s. “Mrs. Bellingham didn’t look too happy last time I saw her. I wonder who she blamed . . .” 
 
    Peyton blinked and furrowed her brow. “Everyone knows you don’t belong in a school with normal people.” Peyton stuck her pinky through Adele’s nose ring. “You know why the school has rules against this stuff? They get caught on things. Could be anything — a button, a comb, or even a finger.”  
 
    Peyton slowly and deliberately curled her little finger. Adele couldn’t help it — she jerked forward slightly, wincing, following Peyton’s hand like a puppet on a string. 
 
    “Peyton, stop! You’re going to tear her nose . . .” Camille’s fervent plea was cut short by Carol and Sage crowding in on her. 
 
    “What’s Halloween without a little blood — ” Peyton stopped mid-sentence. Her glare shifted to the space above Adele’s head. “As I was saying, Adele. This is such a bloody good Halloween costume. Just be careful, like I told you.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t approve of Adele’s piercings, Peyton,” Mr. Wolff’s deep, measured tones resonated from behind Adele.  
 
    “Oh, no, Mr. Wolff,” Peyton said with an exaggerated smile. “I was just telling Sage that Adele is one of those people who don’t let accepted social norms interfere with their quest to be on the cutting edge. It takes real courage to live your life as a hollow fashion statement, regardless of what others think.”  
 
    “Especially you . . .” Adele growled. 
 
    Carol and Sage snorted in unison. Peyton, on the other hand, simply smiled up at Mr. Wolff as if she had just successfully answered a difficult science question.  
 
    Mr. Wolff said nothing, but his scowl deepened until Peyton removed her finger, giving the gold loop a flip as her fingertip came out.  
 
    “We were just about to see whether Adele’s sense of daring extends to other things.”  
 
    “Well, that will have to wait a bit. I need a few words with Adele, if you don’t mind,” Mr. Wolff said with an air of dismissal. 
 
    “Come on, girls, let’s go get some food.” Peyton took a few steps toward the exit before turning back. “You come too,” she said to Camille with a saccharine smile. “Your bud can catch up to us later. Then we can see how brave you two really are.” 
 
    Adele looked at Camille. “Go ahead. I’ll meet you at the food booths.” Adele nodded at the door. “And get me something chocolate before they run out.”  
 
    She turned towards Mr. Wolff, anticipating a rebuke for her costume. She wasn’t in the mood for it, between that harpy, Peyton, and . . . something else. Adele couldn’t put her finger on it, but something about tonight — the cathedral, the monstrous statues, the storm — something was making her stomach squirm. 
 
    “Lucky thing, Mrs. Carson finding that flash drive,” Mr. Wolff said in a low voice.  
 
    “Yeah, real lucky.”  
 
    “Funny, she swears she searched that office several times — then pop, there it was.”  
 
    Adele shuffled her feet. “Maybe it got stuck under one of those reams of paper or something. It probably just fell out when she moved it.”  
 
    “Hmm, maybe.” As he spoke his eyes darted to the dZi at Adele’s neck. “What do…”  
 
    He was stopped by Bach’s “Toccata and Fugue in D Minor” coming from his jacket pocket. “One moment,” he dug out his phone. “Wolff.” As he listened, his face betrayed puzzlement, then surprise, and finally outright astonishment. “Where?” The young teacher turned several shades whiter. “That’s where I am. When did this happen?” 
 
    His eyebrows knit, his jaw flexed. This, from the one teacher who never got excited or even overly concerned about anything? Adele couldn’t help it — her feeling of apprehension grew. 
 
    “Well, why didn’t he report it earlier?” Mr. Wolff practically shouted into the phone.  
 
    He listened for a few more seconds before stabbing the off button. Still grinding his teeth, he looked at his watch. “Look, I need to go,” he said to Adele. “Try and keep a low profile if that’s possible, and for heaven’s sake, keep away from Mrs. Bellingham. I need to talk to you more about this incident with the flash drive, but I’ve got to meet someone right now.”  
 
    Pausing, he gave her a hurried smile. “Adele do you feel, well, uneasy or anything unusual?” The look of surprise on Adele’s face must have been enough of an answer. He shook his head. “Forget I asked. Stupid question,” he said, and he was off like a man on a mission.  
 
    Adele followed the flow of students out of the building. The night felt damp and unusually balmy for the end of October. Bright flashes on the western horizon promised another night of thunderstorms. Floodlights illuminated a grassy area immediately in front of a three-story, brick building, and savory smells wafted from tented booths lining the walkway. Adele was soon in possession of a curried garden burger and hot, spiced cider. 
 
    “Hey, Clare, seen Camille?” she called to a classmate who was trying to consume a caramel apple without smearing it on her costume.  
 
    “Se-lef-wi-eyton.” Her slurred response came around a large mass of chewed apple stuck to the roof of her mouth. Lifting the speared apple like a short, lopsided mace, Clare pointed over Adele’s shoulder toward the cathedral.  
 
    The hairs along Adele’s spine began to prickle. The earlier feeling of being watched resurfaced.  
 
    “She went with Peyton?” 
 
    “Yef.” Clare moved her tongue back and forth and swallowed. “Sorry. Yes. Camille didn’t look too excited about it, but Peyton said something about not having the guts to be C & M material.” Clare put air quotes around the school’s initials. “Typical Peyton, like she had to do anything special to get into Cristobel and Merriweather’s.”  
 
    Adele ducked into a little alcove. She was torn between anger at her friend’s stupidity and concern for her safety. She had no idea what Peyton was thinking, but whatever it was, it couldn’t end well, not after the flash drive.  
 
    Lightning from the approaching storm illuminated the little alcove. 
 
    “Holy mother of mayhem!” Adele spat as she jumped back. A fanged monstrosity flashed into sharp relief less than a foot from her. 
 
    “Damn, get a grip!” Adele’s heart slowly quit trying to pound its way through her chest. The stone was firm and cool, slightly sticky from the humidity. Bat wings too small for functionality sprouted halfway along the body, and a serpentine tail coiled under the rump.  
 
    Adele was sure she had never seen such a thing before, and yet, as her fingers played over the grotesque’s maw, the sense of déjà vu was overwhelming. 
 
    Lightning flashed, this time much closer. Once again, flickering shadows gave life to the stone image, endowing it with a sense of menace. For a moment as the light faded, Adele thought she saw the statue stare back at her with flame-blue eyes.  
 
    Camille! Adele reminded herself, shaking off the strange sensation. She muttered something less than ladylike as she hustled along the path in the direction of the cathedral. 
 
     Just before she reached the steps, a man stepped from the bushes and blocked her way. He wore a tattered camouflage army jacket. His military surplus trousers were worn and dirty. It was impossible to tell when he had shaved last, and locks of unkempt dark hair spilled from under an old, woolen watch cap pulled so low that it almost covered his eyes, which burned with a manic intensity.  
 
    “It’s got ‘em,” the stranger said in a low, gravelly voice. 
 
    Adele backed up a step, looking around for anything that she could use as a weapon. “What? Who’s got what?”  
 
    “That thing. Your friends . . . it may be too late. Missed me the other night, but it won’t make the same mistake tonight.”  
 
    “What do you mean it’s too late for my friends?” Adele asked. In spite of his disheveled appearance and the strong odor of alcohol, Adele inexplicably felt unthreatened. “Who’s got them?”  
 
    If the old man heard Adele, he gave no indication. She moved around him and up one of the concrete steps. “Name’s Willie. They call me Wisconsin Willie ‘cause I work the street there, an’ it’s called . . .”  
 
    “My friends, you were saying — ” Adele stomped in frustration. 
 
    Willie scratched his head through his watch cap. “Few days back there was rain and lots of lightning. Didn’t want to go back to my place. Flooded with water, you know. Always does in big storms. That’s why I got my pockets full of — ” As he talked, Willie’s eyes got wider, and the blood-tinged whites seemed to glow with their own light against the darkness of his bearded, grimy face. 
 
    “Okay!” Adele cut in. “You dodged the rain. You went into the cathedral. What does that have to do with my friends?”  
 
    “Thought I’d dry out for a while but they was working down below. Settin’ up stuff, you know.” 
 
    Adele nodded. 
 
    “So, I went upstairs, to the attic. It was all warm and dry like but kind of creepy.  Lots of open crates and stone monsters down by this glowing room.” 
 
    “Stone monsters?”  
 
    “Yeah, stone monsters. Like all around here.” Willie waved at the grounds around the cathedral. 
 
    “Yeah, pretty scary,” Adele agreed.  
 
    “Only up there, one of ‘em’s alive. Got the workman, almost got me.” Willie made a fake lunge with arms overhead, mimicking claws scratching at air; Adele almost tripped backward up the stairway as she ducked. 
 
    “Ran through the darkness and threw stuff, that’s how I got away.” Willie thrust his fist within inches of Adele’s face. Clutched in his dirty fingers was an iron spike as long as his hand and thick as his thumb. “Lost all my cans. Collected for two days, you know. Almost ‘nough for a bottle — ” 
 
    “Okay, I get it about your cans,” Adele broke in again to try to get the old man to focus. “You threw the cans to scare it off?” 
 
    “Nah . . . Cans didn’t do nothing, ‘luminum’s worthless . . . but iron. It don’t like iron. After I ran out of cans, I threw a handful nails and screws.” Willie’s eyes lit up. “Fireworks, like the Fourth of July. I ran like hell.” 
 
    Before she could think, Willie pressed the rusted railroad spike and some nuts and bolts into her hands. There was something about his intensity that kept Adele from discarding the rusty stash. Careful not to smear her clothing, she placed the railroad spike and screws into her jacket pocket. 
 
    Willie watched her intently. “That shrapnel in your face, it’s not ‘luminum is it?”  
 
    “No, gold and stainless steel.” Adele fingered the post at the corner of her right eyebrow with rust-stained fingers, then turned to go. 
 
    Willie grabbed her elbow with a filthy hand. “Don’t you wan’na know ‘bout your friends?”  
 
     Adele sighed. “I suppose the stone monster got them, right? Are they all petrified and hanging out like the rest?” Adele pointed to the sculpted grotesques and gargoyles adorning the higher elevations of the cathedral. 
 
    Even in the darkness, Adele could see Willie slump. “I tol’ you!” He looked like he was going to cry. “You wasn’t listenin’. The stone ones aren’t real monsters. It was with them, hiding, like — camouflage. Your friends — bunch of girls like you — passed by here, right by me. Looked right at me too but didn’t see me. People do that all the time. Sometimes I’m invisible. Army ‘sperimented on me. Made . . .” 
 
    Adele stamped her foot.  
 
    “Um . . . yeah . . . your friends. The tall one said they was goin’ up top of the ‘thedral.” Willie stopped and shook his head. “Can’t go there! I wanted to tell ‘em. But no, passed by like I wasn’t there, ‘cept maybe the tall one. She looked like she saw me, maybe wanted to say something, but the big one pushed her. Told her to catch up. I’m used to people not seeing me. Army taught me to be invisible you know?” 
 
     Adele lost her temper and got in Willie’s face. “My friends! What about the girls you saw?”  
 
    Willie refocused. “Nothin’ more. They went into the cathedral. They was going up — up to the room with the crates and stone monsters, ‘cept most the stone ones are downstairs. Only the real — ”  
 
    “How do you know where they were going?” Adele cut in, her voice shrill, almost screaming. She wanted to shake a reasonable answer from the scruffy man. 
 
    Willie stepped back, his finger to his lips. “After I got blowed up I know what people sees and feels. Thoughts get through to me like pictures sometimes. I can stop the voices mostly, with this.” Willie removed his watch cap and held it so Adele could see the layers of aluminum foil lining the interior. “Damn hot, and it scratches, but it keeps the voices and the rays out. People think it’s the government shootin’ the rays but it’s really the E.T.s. That’s probably what’s up there hidin’ in the dark. They shoot rays into peoples’ brains . . .”  
 
    Adele had heard enough. Without another word, she bounded up the steps to the cathedral. 
 
    “Got’a go too. S’posed to meet someone,” Willie mumbled to Adele’s receding backside. “Tol’ the police about the cathedral the other night. They didn’t believe me, but Joseph listens. He’s a good guy — teacher, you know. Supposed to meet him here tonight . . .”  
 
    His voice receded as Adele reached the entrance, which was blocked by a group from the Virginia Academy for Young Ladies. Adele engaged a chubby girl in Renaissance attire in conversation long enough to get through the door. The Cathedral’s bright interior opened before her. Although the exhibit was restricted to the Nave, the portion of the cathedral set aside for the lay public, it compromised about one-half of the interior of the massive structure and provided more than enough space. The central corridor rose in gothic splendor to decorative stone arches several stories above the patterned marble floor. Rows of linked, padded chairs filled the central area in contrast to the traditional wooden pews. Peaked arched separated the center of the Nave from wide corridors on either side.   Medieval nightmares frozen in stone snarled and clawed from these open spaces flanking the center of the sanctuary. Red velvet rope stretched from brass poles to cordon off each exhibit.  
 
    The Young Ladies from Virginia arrived at a gargoyle in the form of a bald, chubby humanoid smiling around unusually long fangs. A rainspout protruded between the fangs like an obscenely curled tongue.  
 
    The guide began by explaining that the term gargoyle referred to any number of carved forms which functioned to divert rainwater away from a building — an ornamental rain spout. A carving in a similar style but without the rain diversion function was termed a grotesque. The guide then began to expound on the history of the closest gargoyle.  
 
    By then it was apparent that most of the crowd was much more intent on gossip about the music scene or on schemes for evading the chaperones as soon as possible. 
 
    Adele moved from one group to the next in search of Camille. She worked her way along the exhibits lining the South Isle across the octagon and halfway back along the North Isle assuring herself that her friend wasn’t there. She hardly noticed any of the ancient sculptures until she reached a unique exhibit. Instead of a stone monster, a milk-white pane of quartz hung framed in dark iron inset with intricate patterns in gold and silver. Wrought iron chains with links forged from iron almost as thick as Adele’s wrist anchored the crystalline sheet to massive fasteners in the arched ceiling.  
 
    Adele stood on her toes and checked the room once more before moving closer, the velvet cord tightening against her thighs and threatening to topple the brass stands on either side.  
 
    A brass plaque on a stand in front of the exhibit named it: La Porte des Serviteurs du Maudit.  
 
    “Doorway of the servants of Satan,” she murmured, not needing the translation inscribed below.  
 
    The stained-glass window behind the quartz panel was suddenly lit by a flash of lightning. For a moment Adele thought she saw sparks appear within the body of the quartz panel. She looked closer, but all she could see were gold and silver filaments snaking through the milky stone.  
 
    There was another flash, and Adele felt a flushing sensation at her throat. She reached to her neck. The dZi was abnormally warm to the touch. She untied the leather thong and frowned at the amulet; it was almost uncomfortably hot and seemed to vibrate. 
 
    Inches away from the dZi, a point of faint, sapphire glow radiated from the substance of the stone. Intrigued, Adele moved her hand in a wide arc. From within the quartz matrix the blue glow shadowed her movements.  
 
    Adele stepped around to the other side and looked behind the translucent panel.  
 
    There was no one there. She stepped back to the front and repeated her movements. A bright flash outside was followed by a boom a millisecond later. The blue light following Adele’s hand movements brightened perceptibly.  
 
    “All right, ladies, over here we have the last but probably the most interesting piece in the exhibit. This is La Porte des . . .” The incoming guide stopped in mid-sentence, baffled at Adele’s sweeping gestures. The students looked at her as if she were a mime performing on a street corner for change.  
 
    “Cobwebs,” she said. She brushed her hands together as if trying to rid them of some sticky, unseen substance, smiled awkwardly, then trotted off toward the front entrance. The hard soles of her platforms clattered as she bounded into the foyer. She skidded to a stop behind a group waiting to leave.  
 
    Peyton and Camille were definitely not in the cathedral. Adele was just refastening her dZi when a tall brunette moved aside, exposing a lighted stairway sign on the side wall.  
 
    Maybe that old wino was right, Adele thought.  
 
    With trepidation she swung open the door, stepped into the brightly lit stairwell, and began to climb. Her steps echoed off the smooth, stone interior, making it sound as if a large group were thundering up the marble steps. 
 
    She stopped at the third landing to catch her breath. The windowless metal door at the other end had no markings. Adele walked over and gave the knob an experimental twist; it was locked. She leaned against the door, closed her eyes, and took a few calming breaths. She reached up to find comfort in her father’s dZi. It warmed within her grasp, almost as if it were a living thing; energy surged up her arm. Behind her eyelids, an image of a cavernous space slowly formed. The chamber was cluttered with angular shapes. The coloring was off, and the illumination was strange, as if a series of electric arcs shone on each object from multiple angles.  
 
    Eyes still shut tight; Adele had the sensation that something cowered in terror behind the clutter. She could not see the frightened creature, but a sense more like smell than sight told her it was there. Its vulnerability was compelling — Adele felt powerful, huge, angry. An audible rumble rose from her stomach as her abdominal muscles twitched in anticipation.  
 
    “No!” Her voice reverberated up and down the stairwell as her eyes flicked back open. She was crouched, her head hanging inches from the floor. Thick bile stung the back of her mouth as a wave of nausea swept over her. “That crazy old man!” She swallowed hard. “Now he’s got me hallucinating.”  
 
    A few deep breaths and the knot in her stomach relaxed, leaving only an icy sensation running up and down her spine.  
 
    “Don’t psych yourself out . . .” Adele chided herself as she bounded up the remaining flight.  
 
    Carol paced in front of a door labeled in gothic lettering: OVERCROFT. Anger boiled up as Adele stomped up to the stocky girl. “Where’s Camille? What are you and Peyton doing up here?”  
 
    Adele might as well have been a ghost. Carol gave no indication that she’d heard Adele as she strode back and forth in front of the metal door, muttering, “I’ll just wait here, I’ll just wait here . . .” 
 
    “Yeah, you’ll just wait here. You never had any guts.” Adele grabbed her by her shoulders. “Where are the others? Where’s Camille! Are they in there? Peyton and Camille — are they in there?” Adele repeated the questions as she turned Carol to face the doorway. Carol twisted away and buried her face in Adele’s shoulder and began to shake. 
 
    Adele bit her lip, unsure what to do next. “What did you do to her?” She took a deep breath. “Carol, what did you do to Camille?” 
 
    “It was Peyton’s idea. She dared Camille to go in, but she didn’t want to.” Carol’s voice was monotone, as if reading from a cookbook. “It was freaking creepy, only a few lights. Peyton started talking about a murder she heard about two days ago. We’d agreed to ditch Camille in the dark and sneak back to the door.” Carol stopped. Her lower lip began to quiver. 
 
    “So?” Adele demanded in the girl’s face.  
 
    “So, we got to the door and Sage had this idea to turn out all the lights. We were trying to find a light switch when things got . . . well . . .” Carol shivered then continued. “I heard Camille shout something about shadows moving, then there was a crash. I thought it was Peyton putting on her act, then I saw . . .” 
 
    “What did you see, Carol? Come on!”  
 
    Carol shook her head numbly. “Next thing I knew, Sage and I were out here, and the door slammed shut. Sage just left me. Someone had to stay to make sure. . .”  
 
    At her throat, the dZi burned even hotter against her skin. Adele shoved past Carol and opened the door. 
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La Gargouille  
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    The door latched with a metallic click that dissolved into the vastness of the overcroft. Fluorescent lamps provided spotty islands of inadequate illumination, very different from the brightness of the sanctuary below. Immediately around her Adele could make out wooden crates, racks of robes and folding chairs but distant lumps of shadow defied interpretation. More than halfway down the cluttered room a grey-white plastic enclosure rose to the ceiling above the cluttered floor. The entire space reminded Adele of a warehouse scene from a horror movie she’d seen over the summer. 
 
    The large window at the far end flashed with the electric brilliance of a nearby lightning strike. The lights flickered and thunder boomed through the confined space several seconds later. 
 
    Great, all we need now is the Crypt Keeper, Adele thought.  
 
    A second flash was followed almost instantaneously by a louder boom. 
 
    Her father’s dZi lay warm against her skin. She withdrew the pendant and twisted it between thumb and forefinger in the dim light. The dragon etched into the creamy surface was so finely drawn that it looked like the design was inlayed with golden fiber spun by some mystical spider. The creature’s body resembled a winged lion covered in scales. The legs ended in claws drawn out like the talons of an eagle. But it was the head that caught her eye; a serpent’s head, with bull-like horns and an angry, fang-filled maw. 
 
    A second vision, like that at the landing, washed through her mind.  The darkened room in which she stood was strangely colored and oddly fractured as if viewed through an insect’s eyes. It was definitely the room in which she stood but not from where she was standing.  
 
    The fragmented images made her dizzy, but she clung to one thought — Camille was here and needed her.  Crouching, she moved from shadow to shadow to the shelter of a wardrobe rack. Ducking behind a line of folding chairs she kicked a hidden aluminum can. Metallic clanging was replaced by a soft whimper.  
 
    “Peyton,” Adele called, and the whimpering stopped. “Camille?” Adele’s question drew a sharp inhalation. “Camille, is that you? It’s Adele, are you okay?” 
 
    “Adele?”  
 
    Adele edged toward her friend’s voice. Camille was a knotted ball of arms and legs drawn up tight and wedged under a stash of moveable pews. After some coaxing, she unfolded from her hiding place. Her tutu was in tatters and her eyes darted warily about as if searching for something. Adele grabbed an arm and pulled her up. 
 
    “What happened?” Adele searched the shadowy spaces around her. Anger rose to replace the unease she had felt since entering the cathedral. “What did Peyton do?”  
 
    “Keep your voice down,” Camille cautioned in a barely audible whisper.  
 
    Adele lowered her voice. “I found Carol in the stairway. She said Peyton was still in here. Where is she?” 
 
    “Over there.”  
 
    “Camille, it’s too dark. I can’t see anything.” 
 
    “Straight out, see that pile? But you can’t go! It’ll get you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Adele felt the hair on the back of her neck rise. “Just tell me what happened.” 
 
    “Peyton dared me to come up here. I knew she was going to try something, but I was going to show them. I’ve never been scared of the dark.” Camille stated in a voice strong with defiance. 
 
    “Yeah, good for you.”  
 
    “I bumped things — even managed to toss a piece of wood when they weren’t watching. You know, to scare them a little. Worked too, you should have seen Sage jump. A little further in Carol and Sage started whining to go back. That’s when I found a can and threw it over Peyton’s head, hoping I could scare them enough to go back.” Camille paused, and Adele’s skin prickled. “A shadow came up from the floor, and the can came flying back. Guess I didn’t duck fast enough ‘cause I got this.” Camille pointed to her left forehead just below the hairline. In the dim light, Adele could just make out a dark bruise and what looked like a streak of blood. 
 
    “What about Peyton?” 
 
    “I saw her fall down. Think she hit her head.”  
 
    Adele cursed. “Stay here.”  
 
    Camille entwined Adele in a death grip. “Don’t leave me.”  
 
    “Okay, change in plans. I get you out of here. Come on!” Adele urged as she set out toward the EXIT sign.  
 
    Like a team in a three-legged race, the girls ran for the doorway. They hit the door running and almost bowled down a wide-eyed Carol as they barged through.  
 
    “Good, you’re still here,” Adele snapped. “Take Camille and get some help.”  
 
    “Help?” Carol’s mouthed the word as if it were in an unknown tongue. 
 
    “I don’t know, teachers, police… hell, bring the Marines for all I care.” Adele disentangled herself from Camille.  
 
    “Where are you going?” asked Camille.  
 
    “I’m going to get Peyton,” Adele retorted as she disappeared through the doorway, just as, behind her, two voices asked in surprised harmony, “Why?”  
 
    On the other side of the doorway, Adele was asking herself the same question.  
 
    Come on, Adele. You don’t have to prove anything to anyone. But as the thought buzzed through her brain, she knew that proving anything to anyone wasn’t the point. Beyond reason she knew that there was evil out there and she had to confront it.  
 
    Adele moved out into the overcroft, keeping to the shadows as much as possible. 
 
    After a few minutes she was crouching where Camille had indicated Peyton had fallen.  
 
    “Peyton!” Adele whispered. The warm, stagnant atmosphere was tomb silent. “Peyton!” This time a little louder: “Come on — quit playing around! You better not be trying some kind of trick. I swear I’ll kick your butt . . .”  
 
    Adele’s right foot stepped in something wet and sticky. She touched a finger to the floor, then sniffed. The metallic scent of blood was unmistakable. Adele’s heart started to pound, and her breaths came in short, shallow huffs. 
 
    Lights flickered and thunder echoed. 
 
    “Peyton, if you can hear me, I’m going back for help!” 
 
    Before she could turn around, a groan came from the shadows in front of her.  
 
    “Maudit!” It was the one word she remembered her father using when things went bad. Under the circumstances it seemed appropriate. “Okay, Peyton, you better be dying or worse.”  
 
    She moved toward the groan. It took a moment for Adele to realize that the odd-shaped shadow on the floor to her left was Peyton. One foot moved and a sobbing groan came from the shadow.  
 
    Okay, dying, I can handle that, Adele thought. What she said aloud was something a little more mundane like, “Peyton, it’s Adele. You want some help?”  
 
    Before she could move, heat flared like a warning flare from her dZi. She stepped back just as two luminous, blue ovals flickered to life in the shadow above Peyton. 
 
    Adele stumbled backward then twisted into a sprint. Unbidden, a ghostly, false color image of herself dodging around a rack of vestments clouded her mind.  She tripped over something metallic and sprawled to the floor just as something huge passed overhead. Seconds later two carts crashed to the floor spewing robes and banners in a wide arc. 
 
    Adele turned and crawled away from the sound as fast as she could. She got to her feet but didn’t get more than a few steps before she tripped over something. It was Peyton.  
 
    Adele grabbed the other girl’s shoulder and turned her over. Her blond hair was matted with something dark, as was her right forearm. 
 
    Yards away, something moved in the shadows.  
 
    “Come on Peyton, wake up!” Adele tried to pull her up.  
 
    Peyton cried out and fought to get away. “Who. . .?” Peyton blinked rapidly as she looked around. 
 
    “It’s Adele and I’ve . . .” 
 
    Peyton kicked out, slamming Adele into a rack behind her. Trying to stand up, Peyton fell back, clutching her head. “Damn it! What did you do, you witch?”  
 
     Adele knelt behind Peyton and shoved her shoulder under the other girl’s arm. “Get a grip! Get up and move it!”  
 
    Supporting Peyton with one arm, Adele desperately searched for something to use as a weapon. Her fingers brushed the bulge at her waist. The railroad spike!  
 
    She fished out the rusted piece of iron, its pitted surface rough against her thumb. “Okay, you old drunk, I hope it was more than the booze talking.” With all her strength, she chucked it in the direction she’d last sensed the creature. 
 
    For the space of a heartbeat, nothing happened. Then . . . 
 
    Fireworks! Light erupted like a giant flashbulb, followed instantly by a roar that left Adele’s ears ringing. She staggered backward and clutched her chest. Both her lungs felt as if someone had driven a hot poker through her sternum. She reached down but there was nothing — no hole, no blood — and as quickly as it had come, the pain vanished, leaving a memory white-hot with rage.  
 
     “What was that?” Peyton demanded; eyes so wide the whites shone like headlamps. 
 
     “Come on, we have to go!” Adele started shuffling backward as fast as she could with Peyton in tow. “Faster! Come on Peyton, push it!” Adele commanded. They banged into something cold and unyielding. Peyton went down to her knees.  
 
    Through the heavy ceiling, thunder boomed loud enough to make the floor shake. The lights flickered ominously.  
 
    “Whatever’s out there is seriously pissed. Move it!” Adele hissed at Peyton. “Head for the back wall; I think I saw an exit.” 
 
    They passed the plastic enclosure. Peyton’s thousand-mile stare had vanished, and in its place was a stern, almost hostile expression. She thrust a bloodstained hand in Adele’s face. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she demanded. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what you and that scarecrow friend of yours did to me!”  
 
    Adele was almost relieved. If Peyton was reverting to her old self, she probably wasn’t hurt that badly.  “You tell me! You brought Camille up here, and now you’re both bashed and bloody; whatever did it is still out there. I got her out and now I’m back to get you.”  
 
    Peyton snorted. “You’re trying to tell me you came back to rescue me? Give me a break — and quit doing that.”  
 
    “Doing what?” Adele asked. 
 
    “Looking behind you like that,” she pushed Adele and tried to walk around her. “You’re just trying to freak me out. Stay away, I’ll get myself out of here.”  
 
    Adele gritted her teeth. “I should let you. I could get away while it’s crunching your bones, but I’d probably get blamed for that too.”  
 
    Another brilliant, white flash illuminated the windows. The overhead lights flickered several times, and thunder rattled the windows. In the flash, Adele saw a dark shape launch from a crate and swoop in their direction just as Peyton started to speak. 
 
     “Okay, I’ll go wi — oopfff!”  
 
    Adele’s shoulder caught Peyton just under the sternum. Both girls hit the floor an instant before something passed over them and smashed into a stack of crates behind Peyton. 
 
    “Peyton!” Adele hissed, but there was no response.  
 
    Cursing under her breath, Adele dragged the limp girl like a sack of potatoes toward a wide wooden door she had seen in the flash. Feeling around madly she finally found what felt like an elevator call button and pressed it for all she was worth. Machinery ground behind a sliding door, and after an eternity, the machine sounds ended with a thunk.  
 
    In the shadowy twilight beyond where she stood something scratched the floor. Adele’s hand searched her pocket and was rewarded by the cool, metallic feel of three nuts and half a dozen dome-headed screws rough with rust.  
 
    “Least it’s not ‘luminum,” Adele said to the pitiful collection of metal. She allowed her mind to open toward the shadows. A ghostly, fractured image formed — a square of light under which two human forms huddled, their exposed heads and arms a brighter shade of yellow-orange. Icy rage wrapped up in predatory hunger washed down her spine. She sensed muscles tensed and ready to spring. 
 
    She swallowed hard, forcing the images from her mind, pivoted to her right and let fly. 
 
    Searing pain invaded her brain followed by an inhuman bellow which seemed to echo forever. She shook her head to clear her mind.  
 
     With all her strength, she grabbed the handle of the lever that opened the wooden doors and pushed it. A metallic screech echoed through the overcroft as the latch disengaged and the doors slid apart. White light spilled through the opening, and Adele hurriedly dragged Peyton into the brightness.  
 
    Thunder shook the building. Another image formed in the recesses of her brain — it was herself, bordered in the bright light of the elevator interior. Deep hatred filled her brain, but there was something else. Wariness tempered the loathing.  
 
    “I hurt you!” Adele shouted into the void. “I hurt you, and I’ll do it again — just remember that!”  
 
    As if responding to Adele’s challenge, two blue eyes appeared at the top of a gray mound that stalked forward. The entire beast was monochromatic as if it had been rolled in dark ash — claws, scales and leathery wings — except for those flame-blue eyes.  
 
    Adele reached up with both hands and, with all her might, pulled on the elevator doors. For a moment she hung suspended, her muscles hardly able to move the doors fast enough as the nightmare beyond charged.  
 
    Wham! The doors slammed shut an inch from her nose.  
 
    Wham-boom! Something heavy hit the door on the other side flinging Adele backwards.  
 
    The inner cage doors slid shut as another collision rocked the outer doors. The elevator gave a little lurch as it started down.  
 
    “Come on, come on, come on . . .” Adele muttered. The light indicating floors hadn’t changed from OVERCROFT, where it had started. There were several more floors before they hit the sanctuary. In her haste, Adele had pressed all the buttons.  
 
    The sound of rusty metal being ripped apart above rebounded through the elevator shaft. Seconds later, the lights flickered off in concert with a peal of thunder, and the elevator jerked to a halt. 
 
    Oh, jeez, not now!  
 
    Metal cables twanged overhead. Something heavy slammed into the roof of the elevator, causing the whole car to bounce up and down. Adele fell to the floor and crawled into a corner. Whatever was on the roof was scraping around. Adele could imagine talons clawing, searching for a way to get at them. 
 
    The lights flickered a few times, then came back on as the elevator jerked once again into motion. Overhead the trapdoor lifted a crack then snapped back down, the ceiling of the car puckering under the beast’s great weight. 
 
    “Come on!” Adele screamed as she pounded her fist next to the control panel. As if in response, the indicator panel went ding, and the indicator shifted to SANCTUARY. Above Adele’s head, the trapdoor punched down to the limit of the safety catch. Claws clicked and scraped on the roof, and the metal groaned as the monster thrashed in the space overhead. 
 
    The inner cage doors rattled open just before the outer doors to the sanctuary level slid back. Adele grabbed Peyton by the collar and dragged her through the doorway. Then she reached back inside and slapped the CLOSE DOOR button. Behind her, the doors rattled shut, followed by the sound of machinery as the elevator moved down to the next floor.  
 
    Adele was in a recessed alcove that opened to a tall domed space called the Octagon that separated the Nave from the choir and the high alter. A three-foot, granite gargoyle with folded wings and rounded, almost human features partially blocked her way.  
 
    You’ve got some growing to do, she thought. They emerged from the corridor into a cacophony of excited voices and massed chaos. The rear of the Nave was choked with an anxious mass of students all trying to exit at once. It took a moment to realize that the rhythmic pounding that dominated even the noise of the mass exodus was her heart still high on adrenaline.  
 
    Before she could manage even two deep breaths, the screech of tortured metal filled the corridor behind her. Adele chanced a look just in time to see gray talons working their way between the elevator doors. Their grip buckled the metal skin of each door as, slowly, they slid apart.  
 
    A new burst of pain and anger exploded in Adele’s mind. “This is not happening!” she shouted. Staggering back, she forced the images from her mind. 
 
    Peyton groaned and looked around, her eyes crossed and unfocused. By now most of the sanctuary was empty with the remaining students and teachers crowded at the far end jostling in an uncoordinated effort to exit the darkened building. Mrs. Bellingham was closest to the doorway, frantically gesturing as she tried to restore order, but she might as well have been trying to herd cats.  
 
    A familiar, lanky form was at the rear, busily ushering stragglers toward the exit.  
 
    Mr. Wolff, thank goodness.  
 
    “Mr. Wolff!” Adele called to him and waved frantically. He looked her way for a moment, gave what she thought was an acknowledging nod, then stepped into the crowd of students.  
 
    “Seriously? There’s a bit of a crisis happening here!” Adele’s shout tapered into a frustrated whine. “Come on!” Grabbing her under her arm, Adele none too gently urged a still dazed Peyton toward the center of the sanctuary.  
 
    As she slipped between two rows of seats, the velvet cord around the exhibit they’d just passed suddenly whipped into the alcove, the brass stands followed, clanking and banging into the darkness. A reptilian head emerged from behind the granite gargoyle, its glowing blue eyes shifted in jerks as it probed the sanctuary. 
 
    “Peyton, do you see Mrs. Bellingham?” Adele twisted Peyton toward the back of the cathedral. 
 
    Recognition sparked in the other girl’s face. Without a word Peyton pushed Adele so hard she almost fell backwards over a pew and then stumbled towards the vice principal. Adele righted herself and turned. Twin blue flames blinked at her.  
 
    Behind the altar, the stained glass flared with an intense brightness. When the lightning flash died, so did the lights. Thunder reverberated through the cathedral for a good ten seconds while emergency lights flickered on around the periphery. Shouts and moans echoed through the darkened interior while the last of students surged for the exit.  
 
    Adele ducked between two rows of chairs and crawled as fast as she could away from the alcove. The panicked voices had dwindled to a distinct few. She gave fleeting consideration to calling for help but she realized with cold certainty that announcing her location was not her best option.  
 
    She reached the other side of the Nave and started to crawl toward the back exit. Twenty feet away, a rectangle of blue light floated in the darkness. A series of lightning flashes lit the cathedral like a strobe light.  
 
    La Porte, Adele thought.  Maybe I can hide behind that slab of rock! She scurried toward the light and squeezed around behind the quartz panel. The glow was now so intense that she could easily see a few yards into the interior of the Nave.  
 
    Outside the ring of illumination, two blue eyes hovered in the blackness. Slowly a reptilian face materialized, followed by powerful shoulders under partially extended leathery wings. As the creature emerged into the light, Adele retreated along the back of the hanging stone to the shadowed back edge of the artifact closest to the outer wall.  
 
    For a moment, Adele simply stared. The beast was terrifying, yet utterly fascinating. Then in a movement, surprisingly fast for a creature of its size, the beast tucked its wings and sprang.  
 
    It hit La Porte hard enough to swing it into Adele, pushing her back a stumbling few steps. In a fluid movement it raced around the edge.  
 
    Adele regained her balance and ducked under La Porte.  
 
    “Ok, we can play ring-around-the-rosy all night if you want,” Adele taunted from the front. In response a claw reached under the panel and raked the side of her shoe. She pulled free, stumbled forward a few steps before a claw caught her ankle and started to pull her back. 
 
    Screaming, she flailed for anything to grab. What she found was the iron frame of La Porte. She pulled against the cold metal with all her might then swung the artifact into the snout of her attacker. 
 
    Sparks erupted — the creature howled in agony and let go. Adele scrambled to her feet.  
 
    Lightning flashes came as if La Porte were drawing them in. Thunderclaps came so close together as to be almost a continuous roar. Above the surface of La Porte, luminous eddies of glowing mist began to rotate, forming a sapphire maelstrom.  
 
    “Touch your dZi to the stone,” a familiar voice shouted from the pews behind her.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The dZi! Your father’s amulet — touch it to the stone. Do it now!” 
 
    Obediently Adele touched the dZi to the quartz face. In an instant, the blue light doubled in intensity, making her eyes water. In the center of the vortex a seed of a black nothingness expanded rapidly.  
 
    Captivated by the swirling blackness, Adele almost missed the dark shape stealing around the edge. The sound of a claw scraping the stone floor broke the spell.  
 
    The creature rose on its hind legs just feet away. Bat-like wings spread from a muscular body that would seem more lion like than reptilian were it not for the matte gray scales that covered every inch. The undisguised hatred emanating from its glowing eyes was made even more threatening by an ugly gash running across its pointed snout. A deep, throaty growl rumbled between clenched fangs the length of Adele’s open hand.  
 
    It leapt, and before Adele could move, an ebony talon pinned her shoulder against the panel. Adele’s breath exploded from her lungs. She tried to inhale, but her chest would not cooperate.  
 
    The creature’s snout was less than an arm’s length from her face. Its blue eyes, sparking with flecks of yellow, seemed to burn their way into her brain.  
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Adele spotted someone leaping over rows of chairs behind the creature. A shout she couldn’t quite understand preceded a shower of sparks, and the beast slammed into La Porte, barely missing Adele. 
 
    “I said get away from her!” a voice boomed. 
 
    A man stepped into the circle of light. He had a long, metal rod which he aimed at the creature. It took Adele a moment to recognize his face.  
 
    “Mr. Wolff!” Adele wheezed at the same moment that he thrust his makeshift lance into the creature’s midsection. Amid a shower of sparks, it turned and took a step back, flattening itself against the glowing surface like a fly on flypaper.  
 
    The creature struggled to lift away from the surface to no avail. Instead it seemed to meld with the surface, slowly sinking into the quartz like quicksand. 
 
    In an instant Adele put it all together. The black nothingness in the middle of La Porte; like the blackness that had sucked up the flash drive and her grandmother’s paper dragon the creature was being sucked into the hole to somewhere.  
 
    Pain in her shoulder jolted her back to the present. As the beast was being drawn into the darkness it was drawing her with it. 
 
    With her free hand, she tried to pry the claw from her shoulder, but it only tightened more. Adele screamed in desperation.  
 
    “Adele, duck right — move now!” Mr. Wolff yelled.  
 
    She jerked away, sleeve ripping, as a flash of light and heat singed her face and hair. The pressure pinning her shoulder disappeared, and Adele dropped to the floor. From somewhere, a forceful shove sent her skidding away from harm.  
 
    There was a blur of flames, the sound of screams, and the stench of burnt hair, flesh and sulfur. Something dark and heavy like a slab of meat fell to the stone floor a few feet from her face. Her last conscious thought was that the creature had somehow become Mr. Wolff and was pulling her to safety. Then darkness closed around her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7
Sobo 
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    Adele awoke to brightness. Even before she opened her eyes, she could tell by the gentile warmth on her skin that she was in sunlight. She must’ve been in a bed because it was soft and warm, and very wrong. When she tried to think about it, a succession of memory fragments like trailers for some weird movie marched through her mind. The cathedral, La Porte, and the dark evil which tried to drag her down an endless black hole brought terrible fear followed by pain searing through her shoulder.  
 
    Soft warmth and light just didn’t make sense to her fuzzy mind, unless her aunt and uncle were mistaken about her prospects in the afterlife.  
 
    Cautiously she opened one eye. She was in a brightly colored room with sunlight streaming through one window. Behind her a strange beeping kept pace with her heart. When she lifted her head, piercing pain shot through her shoulder forcing her head back to the pillow as effectively as if she’d been pushed by a strong hand. 
 
    After a few deep breaths, the pain subsided. Adele noticed a tube was taped to the back of her right hand, and something that looked like a thimble with a cord coming out of one end was clamped to the tip of her ring finger. A whirring sound accompanied a constricting sensation around the biceps of her right arm.  
 
    Careful not to dislodge any tubes or wires, Adele used her right hand to explore her head and upper body. Her head and left shoulder were wrapped in thick layers of gauze.  
 
    I’m in a hospital! The thought crystalized out of the analgesic fog that made her brain feel as if it were wrapped in gauze too. As if to confirm her discovery, the door opened and a woman dressed in scrubs peeked in.  
 
    “Good, you’re awake,” she said curtly, then left. 
 
    A short time later the door burst open, and Aunt Colette and Uncle Philippe bustled in. Her aunt’s eyes swept to the beeping monitor and IV bag behind Adele’s bed; her face grimaced with concern. Her uncle’s face was solemn and unreadable. He avoided her eyes. The muscles in his cheeks flexed spasmodically, and Adele could almost hear his teeth grind. 
 
    “Adele, how are you? Are you all right?” her aunt asked softly. 
 
    Before Adele could answer, her uncle cut in. “What is this all about, Adele? Is it true, what they are telling me about the Cathedral?” His normally stately voice was forceful and urgent. 
 
    “I don’t know what happened. I just woke up here, in the hospital . . .” 
 
    “Stop it — I want no lies!” Her uncle closed his eyes and massaged his temples. This had been a common occurrence since Adele moved in with Philippe and Colette a decade ago. Aunt Colette tried — well, they both tried. But the three just didn’t connect, no matter what they did. 
 
    Philippe continued; his voice softer. “François was a bit odd as a kid too, always telling wild stories. But when he came home from his special school years later, he was . . . better. I thought if you just had the right school, the right discipline, you would grow out of all this. But this — kidnapping, assault, destruction of priceless artifacts, and who knows what else? This has gone too far!”  
 
    Adele was speechless. Kidnapping? Assault? Destruction of . . . Nothing made any sense. Maybe she really was dead, and they’d been right all along about her final destination.  
 
    “What are you talking — ?”  
 
    The door swung open again, saving Adele from making what probably would have been a useless denial. 
 
    Mrs. Bellingham strode into the room followed by a distinguished looking man in an impeccable three-piece suit. Joseph Wolff entered last, closing the door behind him. Without saying a word, Mrs. Bellingham took off her overcoat and passed it to Mr. Wolff, who draped it over a chair on top of his own. The look she gave Adele brought to mind the blue-eyed fiend in the cathedral.  
 
    “Marge Bellingham, vice principal at Cristobel and Merriweather’s Academy,” she said, extending her hand toward Philippe 
 
    Adele’s uncle returned her handshake. “Philippe de Saint Claire, and my wife, Colette. We are Adele’s guardians.”  
 
    “I wish I could say that it is a pleasure having your niece as one of our students, but things are what they are.” Marge Bellingham gave a tight-lipped smile; Adele had seen a look like that before, on the face of a python just before it suffocated a goat on the Nature Channel.  
 
    Without breaking eye contact, Mrs. Bellingham reached her hand behind her and snapped her fingers. The man in the suit opened a file folder then placed some papers in her outstretched hand. She scanned the pages before handing them to Philippe. 
 
    With a look of smug satisfaction, she said “This should have been done long ago. If it weren’t for the misguided interference of others, who obviously lack my keen insights . . .” She stopped long enough to single Joseph Wolff out with a look of contempt. “Adele de Saint Claire, you have been formally expelled from Cristobel and Merriweather’s Academy.” 
 
    The man in the suit cleared his throat. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Mrs. Bellingham went on. “This is Mr. Osterman. He has been retained to make sure Cristobel and Merriweather’s Academy will be free of any legal repercussions stemming from last night’s escapades.”  
 
    The lawyer handed his business card to Philippe. “It is our position that any and all legal liability will fall to Ms. de Saint Claire, who acted of her own volition and in opposition to the desires and policies and directives of Cristobel and Merriweather’s Academy.” 
 
    “Legal liability?” Adele tried to rise up on her injured arm but flopped back with a grimace. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Yes, what sort of liabilities?” Philippe asked. He looked like he was witnessing a horrible accident. 
 
    Mr. Osterman produced another sheet of paper from his briefcase. “The families of Ms. Ordman, Ms. Neilson, and Ms. Snyder, the three students allegedly injured in this incident, have retained legal counsel and are considering action to recover medical expenses and compensation for psychological trauma.” 
 
    Adele started to object but pressure from her uncle’s hand on her uninjured shoulder stopped her.  
 
    “Then there is the matter of destruction of cathedral property and irrevocable damage to a priceless artifact, an exhibit called La Porte des Serviteurs du Maudit.” Osterman stopped and gave Adele a smile. “The cathedral is conducting a thorough investigation. Although it has been suggested their preliminary findings do not support the theory that lightning strikes may have been a causative agent.” 
 
    “Lightning, psssh,” Mrs. Bellingham said. “It makes perfect sense to me. You suspected Ms. Ordman of reporting your little cheating scheme and thought you could get some payback?” 
 
    “I didn’t attack her!” Behind Adele, the rhythmic beeps came closer together. “I…” Adele bit her lower lip, trying to find the right words, words that she herself could believe. Finally, she just blurted it out. “I rescued her.”  
 
    Mrs. Bellingham snorted. “And what, pray tell, did you rescue her from?”  
 
    “A creature, like a giant…” she fumbled, knowing she was losing her audience, “bat, dragon; I don’t know, some big, dark thing in the shadows like one of the exhibits but flesh and blood.”  
 
    Marge Bellingham rolled her eyes and sadly shook her head. “Insanity is the one defense I can’t argue with.” 
 
    Adele looked to her aunt and uncle for support. Colette was on the verge of tears, and Philippe’s jaw muscles were flexing like a gym full of weightlifters.  
 
    Only Joseph Wolff met her eyes. Feeling terribly alone, she instinctively sought the smooth comfort of her father’s dZi, but her hand found only bandages where the amulet should be tied.  
 
    “Where’s my…” 
 
    “If I may interject,” Mr. Wolff began, bringing a finger to his lips, warning Adele to keep quiet. Mrs. Bellingham shot him a look that silenced further comment. He took one step back and, when no one but Adele was looking, put one hand to his neck as if touching a dZi, then gave her a thumbs-up with the other.  
 
    “Mr. Wolff is one of our junior teachers,” Mrs. Bellingham said. “For some unknown reason, he has championed Adele through one scrape after another. Normally, he should be commended for his optimism, but I’m afraid in this case his altruism is badly misplaced.” Mrs. Bellingham turned to Adele. “Your locker has been emptied. Your aunt or uncle can pick up the contents at our office anytime this week. I trust we will have no occasion to see you again on campus.”  
 
    With that, Marge Bellingham bustled out of the room. The lawyer and Mr. Wolff, obviously surprised by her sudden departure, hurried to catch up. Adele’s aunt and uncle followed, leaving Adele alone with her thoughts.  
 
    A moment later, Mr. Wolff reentered the room and scooped the coats off the chair.  
 
    “You were there. I saw you! You know it’s real!” Adele almost yelled.  
 
    Mr. Wolff hesitated. He looked back and forth between Adele and the door and then winked. “Gargouilles Romanidi,” he said quietly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Genus Gargouilles, species Romanidi, family Draconus and no, neither of us is crazy.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Adele made a lunge of excitement which was ended in a grimace of pain as she slumped back on the bed. “I knew that it was that Gar . . .Gargouille?”  
 
    Mr. Wolff nodded, and Adele continued. “I could hear it in my head. It was real. I knew I wasn’t crazy!” 
 
     “There is so much to explain and so little time. The short version is, your father and mother had certain powers and . . . um . . .. Well, let’s just say there was a strong chance you would inherit certain rare abilities. When you were only five, your grandmother predicted you would be a Portal Adept but we had to wait until you matured to be sure. We probably waited a bit too long I think.” He trailed off sheepishly. “Your little episode with the flash drive and opening La Porte in the cathedral last night proved your grandmother right. But hearing the Gargouille’s thoughts?” He frowned. “This is totally unexpected and needs to be followed up.” 
 
    Adele looked at her science teacher as if he had just suggested she was related to Sasquatch.  
 
    “Adolescence is hard enough just learning to deal with hormones,” Mr. Wolff reached out to pat Adele on her head, but at the last moment, he drew back and patted the bed railing instead. “Learning that the world wasn’t quite the way you thought it was, especially the way you did, would have made me think I was crazy.”  
 
    Voices echoed down the hall, and Mr. Wolff silenced Adele’s next question with a patting motion.  
 
    “I know it’s hard to believe right now, but things will be better soon. Be patient and all will be explained in due time.” Mr. Wolff flashed a wry smile. “Here’s a hint — watch out for paper dragons.” 
 
    No sooner had Mr. Wolff left than a young man in hospital scrubs entered and offered some medication for pain. Adele accepted the pill and downed it without any water.  
 
    By the time her aunt and uncle returned, she was already feeling drowsy. She vaguely remembered her uncle saying something about embarrassment to the family before she drifted gratefully into the one place she could escape the nightmare her life had become.  
 
    As she slept, Adele dreamed that her grandmother entered her room and stroked her hair. Her accent was comfortingly familiar as was the ginger like odor that accompanied her. At one point, the dream woman lifted a flask to Adele’s lips.  
 
    “Nomimasu!” she commanded. “Drink!” 
 
    Adele obediently swallowed. Warm, peppery sweetness burned the back of her throat and made her cough. Comfortable heat radiated from her stomach to the tips of her fingers and toes. Her nose felt numb as she drifted back to sleep.  
 
    ****** 
 
    Daylight filtered through gaps in the drawn curtains. For a moment Adele was disoriented, but the persistent beep, beep, beep was a reminder that she was still in the hospital. On the bedside table was a plastic cup containing a lone capsule. Next to the cup was a glass of water with a few small ice chunks. A puddle of condensation around the bottom of the glass spoke to it having been placed there some time earlier.  
 
    Adele grabbed the water glass and then reached for her morning dose of pain medication. As she brought the pill to her lips, she noticed that her left shoulder was almost pain free. She experimented by carefully rolling it in ever-larger circles. There was tightness to her upper chest where the stitches pulled, but the stabbing ache was gone. Even the mental fuzziness that had clouded her mind since she first awakened in the hospital seemed to have vanished. She downed the water and put the cup containing the capsule back on the table.  
 
    It was then that she noticed a folded piece of paper, which had been placed behind the plastic cup. A chill ran up her back. The stiff, white paper was intricately folded into a shape she had seen before — a paper dragon. Adele reached to her neck. Tied there was a familiar leather thong. She ran her fingers along its length until she came upon the dZi she had worn since her grandmother’s very first visit. 
 
    Emotion overwhelmed her, and tears ran down her cheeks faster than she could dry them with a corner of her hospital gown.  
 
     Abruptly her door opened, and a big man in an ill-fitting suit entered. He flashed a badge, and without preamble proceeded to grill Adele on her role in the events of Halloween night. The detective had just posed a question obviously intended to catch Adele in a lie when Philippe and Colette entered the room, followed by a severe-looking scarecrow of a woman. The lawyer, Mr. Osterman, marched closely behind.  
 
     The detective was obviously perturbed by the interruption, but the presence of a three-piece suit with a briefcase helped him keep his tongue under control.  
 
    “I’m Detective Gunnison,” he offered in response to Philippe’s questioning scowl. “We’re investigating the events at the cathedral . . .”  
 
    “I’m Philippe de Saint Claire, Adele’s guardian. This is Stacy Blackwell from Juvenile Hall and Mr. Osterman, who represents Cristobel and Merriweather’s.” 
 
    Ms. Blackwell motioned Detective Gunnison and the lawyer to the back of the room for a short conference. Philippe approached Adele’s bedside. There were bags under his eyes, but the fierce intensity of his glare was gone, as was the spasm in his jaws. 
 
    “You look better,” he said uncomfortably. “Your aunt and I have come to realize that all this may not be your fault, with the loss of your parents and all. I’m afraid it’s out of our hands now.” Her uncle shrugged as if he didn’t quite know how to continue. Behind him voices were raising. 
 
    “She needs to be medically evaluated. I wouldn’t be surprised if there weren’t deep-seated sociopathic tendencies hidden in there. I’m told that her parents weren’t exactly normal and, well, genetics and all that.” Ms. Blackwell’s shrill voice was emphatic.  
 
    Adele’s breathing increased to match her quickening pulse. 
 
    Philippe gave Adele a reassuring pat on the hand, then lowered his voice to a whisper. “Look, I’m sure once the authorities sift through things, your aunt and I can figure what’s best for you.” 
 
    Stacy Blackwell appeared by her uncle’s side. “I’m afraid I have no choice but to get a court order remanding Adele into our custody.” She licked her thin lips. “I took the liberty of drawing up the paperwork when I saw the police report. It’s already on Judge Jackson’s desk awaiting my phone call.” 
 
    “Excuse please, no phoning necessary,” a measured, female voice called from the open door. Everyone turned and stared at the petite, gray-haired woman who had appeared there.  
 
    “Grandmother!” Adele whispered under her breath.  
 
    The woman preceded a second briefcase-toting three-piece suit into the room. She nodded and he dug into his briefcase, removed a manila folder, and handed it to Mr. Osterman. No one spoke as he looked through the documents. 
 
    “Well?” said Stacy Blackwell with a tone of impatience. 
 
    “This is a court order granting one Kokoro Ryuunosuke custody of one Adele de Saint Claire. It’s signed by Judge Ortega of the Superior Court.” Osterman’s tone showed that he was suitably impressed. 
 
    More papers were retrieved from the briefcase and handed to Mr. Osterman. “These documents declare that the Capitol Cathedral, Cristobel and Merriweather’s Academy, as well as the parents of the other girls involved have all withdrawn any charges and have declared themselves to have no further interest in the case.” Osterman sounded as if his mouth were terribly dry. He handed an official-looking document to Detective Gunnison. 
 
    “What the . . .?” The detective read and reread the document. “Says here I’m to restrict my investigation to the disappearance of that Harold Meyers guy. Says the property damage and such have been satisfactorily explained as atmospheric phenomena. Atmospheric phenomena my a — ” 
 
    A commotion at the door stopped the detective. A husky orderly wrestled a wheelchair into the room and looked around for someone to tell him what to do.  
 
    Adele’s grandmother approached the bed. “We need to go now,” she declared. 
 
    “Go? Go where?” 
 
    “Just a minute, Kokoro,” Philippe objected. “You can’t just come in here  — ” 
 
    “Paper say I have custody,” Kokoro said with the force of a little old lady used to getting her way. She stepped in close to Philippe and lowered her voice. “I will take Adele to new school. One good for her, not like here.”  
 
    Philippe exchanged looks with Colette, whose mouth was hanging open. Apparently reading her unspoken thoughts, he pressed his lips together, then jerked his head in a nod of assent. 
 
    The old woman turned to Adele. “You have something to stay here for?”  
 
    Adele looked around the room. Her uncle gave her a thin-lipped smile and shook his head to the side as if to say, Go ahead. 
 
     “No — I can’t say that I do.”  
 
    She swung her legs over the bedside. Her head swam a little, and the quick movement brought back some of the ache in her shoulder. As the orderly undid the IV, disconnected the monitors, and helped Adele into the wheelchair, her grandmother turned to her uncle. 
 
     “No worry,” Kokoro said. “You do good with her. Now my turn, she go with me now.” With a low bow, Kokoro said with great dignity, “Arigato gozaimasu!” Without further fuss, she led the way past the others and out of the room.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8
Plane, Train, and Ferry 
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    They exited the hospital through a service door that opened to the doctors’ parking lot and went directly to a nondescript white van. Adele was hoisted into the van through the side cargo door and it pulled away before she could get her seatbelt fastened blending smoothly into the afternoon traffic.  
 
    “Listen, thanks for the rescue,” Adele started, scrutinizing the grandmother she hadn’t seen in years, “but where are we going?” 
 
    “Hush now. Explain later, when it’s private,” Sobo said, and Adele looked around curiously. What did they have to discuss that shouldn’t be overheard? 
 
    When Kokoro saw Adele rubbing her injured shoulder, she handed her granddaughter a silver flask and indicated that she should drink. Warmth from the zesty liquid spread as soon as she swallowed driving away the tension of several days like the dawn sun drives away the night’s darkness. Adele leaned her head on her grandmother’s shoulder and closed her eyes.  
 
     It was dark and rainy when she opened them again. The van had stopped in front of a brightly lit building with an arced roof that looked like the underside of a gigantic wing.  
 
    “Dulles Airport,” the driver said as he opened the van’s large, sliding door and helped Adele and her grandmother out. He produced two pieces of rolling luggage from the back, then closed up the van and left without another word.  
 
    “Airport?” Adele repeated, but Kokoro just smiled and put a finger to her lips. 
 
    They checked their luggage at the door, bypassed ticketing and went straight to security. As they walked up a TSA officer motioned them to a line that had just magically opened.  
 
    “Passport,” a uniformed agent held out her hand.  
 
    Without changing her expression, her grandmother produced a blue booklet and handed it and a ballpoint pen to Adele. “We in too much hurry, you forget to sign.” 
 
    Adele signed her name at the place her grandmother indicated. The picture inside was one of her old school pictures, and not one that Adele found flattering. She added the mystery of how Sobo had gotten that picture to the hundreds of other questions she was saving for when they could talk. 
 
    Their timing at the gate was no less remarkable. The door to the plane closed behind them as soon as they entered, and the engines were already turning by the time they got to their seats. 
 
    Once they were airborne, Adele asked again. This time her grandmother’s reply was, “We go England now. You need rest. I tell later, when we alone.”  
 
    England! The thought excited Adele so much that when the flight attendant came by with drinks and food, she only picked at her meal. After dinner, her grandmother handed Adele a package containing gauze, tape, and other material to change the dressings over her wounds and pointed toward the restroom.  
 
    In the tight space, Adele gingerly stripped most of the bandages off her shoulder. Blood had soaked the bottom pad, then dried, adhering to the wound. A childhood full of skateboard injuries told her to soak the pad with warm water before she pulled it off. When the gauze peeled away, the sight of the stitched-up wound in a field of purple flesh made her feel sick. She ran her fingers lightly over the wound, the sutures were stiff with an amber crust against her soft skin. Here was tangible proof that the bizarre visions that populated her nightmares were real. As she laid new gauze over the gash, she was more determined than ever to quiz her grandmother until she got answers to all her questions. 
 
    But when she returned to her seat, her grandmother was gone. Adele put the seat back a little, closed her eyes, and lost herself in the roar of the air flowing past her window. 
 
    “. . . landing at Heathrow International shortly. Please retake your seats. Place your seat backs and tray tables in their upright position, and make sure your seatbelts are securely fastened.”  
 
    Adele rubbed the sleep from her eyes as interior lights came on. 
 
    Heathrow! she thought. I’m really in England!  
 
    England turned out to be easier to get into than the U.S. was to get out of. They were among the first to leave the plane, and they were directed to a new customs line which opened just as they walked up. Kokoro hustled Adele along. At one point she offered to flag down an electric cart, but Adele needed to stretch her legs after the eight-hour flight. They descended several flights of stairs to a train terminal.  
 
    “Okay, Grandmother. I think it’s time you told me what is going on,” Adele demanded once they had settled into their compartment aboard one of the trains.  
 
    “Sobo,” Adele’s grandmother replied. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Sobo. You call me Sobo.”  
 
    “Okay. Sobo. Is that your name? Sobo?” Adele asked, mildly frustrated at her grandmother’s stalling tactic.  
 
    “No. Sobo Japanese word for grandmother. My name Kokoro Ryuunosuke. You call me Sobo, it easier.” 
 
    “Oh-kay,” Adele stretched out each letter as she tried to take it in. “I think I’ll stick to Kokoro. No offense, you’ve really been great the last day or so, but I haven’t seen you in years. I mean, you walk into my life twice. We’ve been together for, what, three days in my whole life? That’s hardly very Sobo . . . ish.” Adele scrunched up her face at the awkwardness of her last statement. 
 
    “Kokoro san,” Adele’s grandmother broke in. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I your grandmother. You show respect. If you no say Sobo, you say Kokoro san.”  
 
     “Let’s make a deal. I call you Sobo or Kokoro san, whatever you like. You tell me what is going on. Let’s start easy, like where are we going . . . Sobo san.” 
 
    “Iie! No Sobo san, just Sobo.” 
 
    “Ahhhhhhh!” Adele covered her face with her hands. Frustration was turning to doubt. What was she doing here, thousands of miles from the only home she knew, with someone she’d only known for a few days? Right now, I don’t even have a home. Her eyes started to moisten as doubt moved towards despair. 
 
    “Adele. We take train to new school, in Scotland. You like very much, I think.” Kokoro’s voice was soft and betrayed a tenderness that Adele only now recalled from memories of years past. “And we meet three time. I take care of you three month when you a baby.” 
 
    Adele gave her grandmother a long look and then cleared her throat. “What kind of school and why all the way over here? Hey!” Adele’s forehead furrowed with suspicion. “Was that part of the deal? They let me go if you get me out of the country?” 
 
    “No. It is time you go. It past time, you need to go to special school for special children.” 
 
    “This isn’t one of those teen boot camp things, tough love and all that? I’m not a criminal!” 
 
    Kokoro pursed her lips as if trying to make sense of what Adele had asked her. “No. No school for correction. School is for people like you.” 
 
    “This isn’t some out-of-the-way asylum you’re taking me to so the family can get me safely out of sight, is it? I’m not crazy.” Adele was halfway out of her seat when the older woman pushed her back down with such ease that left no doubt who would win if Adele decided upon a physical confrontation. 
 
    Kokoro snorted and made a sound like she was choking. “You no crazy. That school in Washington, they crazy. If you crazy, I crazy, you father crazy, you mother crazy.” 
 
    “Okay. I get it,” Adele said, started hyperventilating. “All I know is a week ago I lived in a world where things only go bump in movies. Then I’m attacked by a Godzilla wannabe, saved by my school science teacher who hacks the beast up and pushes it into a black hole that formed in the middle of some ancient artifact. If that doesn’t sound insane enough, the police want to blame me for everything, but my grandmother rides in at the last minute and fixes everything taking me to some private school in Scotland. Now that I say it out loud, it does sound like the kind of day every normal kid has.”  
 
    Kokoro said nothing. She sat with her lower lip held between her teeth for a time, then shrugged, nodded once, and said, “You know Godzilla? That old movie.” 
 
    Adele was caught completely off guard. She didn’t know whether to laugh or scream. She wanted serious answers, and the old woman was talking about old movies!  
 
    “I almost make you laugh. Good. I look at you, I see you mother, Yoshi, when she young.”  
 
    “You do?” Adele’s eyes widened as her hands rose to her spiked hair and pierced face. 
 
    “Iie.” Adele’s grandmother patted the air like she was pushing away something disgusting. “I see her in you smile and in you heart,” she said with her eyes not leaving Adele’s. “You have you father’s eyes, too. I like very much.” 
 
    Adele felt the like someone had punched her in the chest. “Tell me about them, Sobo. My aunt and uncle didn’t tell me much, they only complained that they were always out traveling to who-knows-where. Philippe made it sound like they were rich and spoiled, always dumping me off with them to go adventuring. When they died, I got the feeling that he thought they deserved it.”  
 
    Kokoro had tears in her eyes now. “You mom and dad care for you very much. They hate when they go away.” 
 
    “Then why  — ”  
 
    Kokoro held up her hand. “They have important work. No go for fun, go for work. Job dangerous, always maybe they no come back.” 
 
     “Spies,” Adele said slowly. “I knew it! They were trying to save the world. That’s why they had to go away. They were spies. Who? CIA?” She turned to her grandmother, her eyes glimmering with excitement. “Who got them? Was it the Russians? No, they were in Tibet or somewhere. It must have been the Chinese.” 
 
    “Iie, they no spies. They work for the Institute.” 
 
    “What institute? Don’t tell me they left me to go study some new species of flower or something.” 
 
    “No. They have special training, have special gifts too. Like you have. They help people who have danger from creatures, what you call monster.”  
 
    “You mean . . .” Adele’s eyes widened in realization.  
 
    “Yes . . . now you understand! Good! You fight this monster. Big fight, big mess, yes, but you no see in newspaper, no see on TV. Not every battle in world make six o’clock news.” 
 
    “Are you telling me . . .?” 
 
    “Most people are comfortable, they like a world that is predictable. They like monsters in fairytale stories, in movies, but not in real life. For centuries people from Institute take care of monsters, keep all quiet. As you CIA say, for need-to-know only,” Kokoro said in a voice like a schoolteacher.  
 
    She gently cradled Adele’s hand in hers. “When you very young, the Institute got letter from Lama Nur-bu Yange in Himalayas. He say boy and grandfather take herd to high valley for summer pasture. When boy no come back, brothers go to see. No find herd, no find grandfather, but they find boy buried in rubble of hut. Lama think Drük come. He send message to Institute and Institute send you father and mother.” 
 
    Kokoro cleared her throat. A glint of light betrayed tears building in the corner of each eye. “You parents go to high valley with young monk. They follow trail of dragon, but no come back. Young monk bring story, bring you father dZi. Lama send dZi to Institute, Institute send to me, then I give to you. Message say you parents dead, dragon dead, that all.”  
 
    “Did anyone go there, you know, to try to find them?” Adele asked. 
 
    “Hai, People from Institute went to cave but find nothing. Very strange.” 
 
     Adele’s eyes opened wide in newly kindled hope. “Maybe they were sucked in by that Portal thing and ended up on the dragon’s world. Maybe they — ”  
 
    “Iie!” Kokoro shook her head sadly. “Even if they survive dragon in cave they have no chance on whole world full of dragons.” Kokoro tenderly patted Adele’s cheek. “In Institute you learn for yourself.” 
 
    “And this Institute is the school I’m going to.” It was more a statement than a question. 
 
    “Hai. You parents have special gift. You have gift too. It is time you develop abilities given you.” Kokoro grinned. “I think you like this school. You see.” 
 
    Adele’s mind felt like the clockwork interior of Big Ben. Thoughts turned and meshed in every direction. She felt lost. The reality she knew just days ago was really fantasy, and what she thought was fantasy was her new reality. Adele sat and stared out the window as the countryside passed by.  
 
    Eventually they converted the seats to beds for the night. Kokoro san saw Adele wince as she lay down and insisted that she take a sip of the peppery, sweet liquid from her silver flask.  
 
    “One more thing, Sobo.” Adele paused, as if not quite knowing how to ask. “Did both my mom and dad go to this school?” 
 
    Kokoro busied herself with the bedding as if she hadn’t heard the question. 
 
    “Please, Sobo!” She said the last word with deliberation. “You have to tell — uh . . . I would like to know, please. It would make things right; that is, I would feel more like I belonged if they did. I would just like to feel like I belonged somewhere for a change.” 
 
    Kokoro hesitated for a long moment then answered without turning around. “You father went to school on Vancouver Island in Canada.”  
 
    “How about my mother?” Adele asked.  
 
    “Hai! You mother show gift early. I take her here when young like you. Now it is karma I take you.” The older woman clipped her last statement and said no more. 
 
    Those last words echoed through Adele’s mind: I take her when young like you, now it is karma I take you. Adele gladdened to the idea that it was a karmic link to a mother she was only beginning to know. Another reality I was taught that turned out to be fantasy! She lay back, replaying Sobo’s words over and over until the swirl of thoughts merged with the soft clickity-clack as the train sped into the night. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Adele woke to gray overcast. Her grandmother was gone; her bed had been returned to its former incarnation as a seat. On the seat lay fresh underwear and a knit sweater Adele assumed were for her. 
 
    She was just finishing up in the tiny lavatory when the compartment door opened, and her grandmother bustled in. 
 
    “You up. Good! We get off, ten minutes.” 
 
    “Ten minutes?” Adele repeated, grabbing her toothbrush. “What would you have done if I’d still been asleep?” 
 
    “Roll you out of bed.” Kokoro eyed her slantwise, shaking a finger. “At new school you learn to get ready fast. Dragon no wait for you to do hair.”  
 
     Adele laughed. “Okay, Grandma . . . er, Sobo. Be ready in a minute.” 
 
    They stepped off the train into a blustery, cold wind. Adele mused that if she was any taller, her head would be in and out of the low, scuttling clouds as they sped by driven by wind that was wet and smelled of sea salt. The train station wasn’t much by Washington standards, just a covered platform and a few small buildings.  
 
    Shivering on the platform, Adele looked inland, across the tracks. Grassy pastures rose gently to forest-topped hills. Rock walls divided the pastures all the way to the evergreen woods, which appeared stunted by the constant wind. 
 
    “Come. We go now.” Adele’s grandmother took her elbow and gently guided her through the waiting room. They emerged at the edge of a small village. Cobblestone streets meandered in several directions between quaint shops. No building was more than three stories, and those were few and far between.  
 
    Over the buildings Adele could see gray sea stretching out to meld with gray sky.  
 
    “Filth of Clyde,” her grandmother said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ocean there, name Filth of Clyde.” 
 
    Adele almost burst out laughing. As thick as her grandmother’s Japanese accent was when speaking English, it was really strange to hear her pronounce the name for the bay with a Scottish brogue.  
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “We at Kirk Jormungand.” 
 
    “Where’s that?” 
 
    “Here.” Adele’s grandmother hoisted her bag and set off into town. “Come, we go! You hungry?” 
 
    Adele raced to catch up. Wherever her grandmother was going, it was in a hurry. They traversed down one street and up another, only to take a side alley and double back on another street. Adele was just beginning to wonder if her grandmother knew where they were going when they stopped outside a corner establishment. The signboard over the door bore a picture of a satyr. Old English lettering spelled out THE THIRSTY URSISG beneath the picture.  
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Breakfast. Come.” Kokoro tried the door. It was locked. Undaunted, she pounded on the door between periods of peering through window.  
 
    “Breakfast at a bar?” 
 
    “No bar, pub.” 
 
    “What’s the diff — ” 
 
    The door swung open, and a large, bearded man with a lion’s mane of black hair peppered with grey poked his head outside.  
 
    “We’re closed!” he growled in a thick accent. “You wee tourists can find your breakfast down the road and to the left. They opened one of those god-awful Starbucks; probably be more to your liking anyway.” 
 
    Before he could close the door, Kokoro grabbed the edge. She rattled off something in a foreign language that sounded like it was composed of all consonants. The only word Adele thought she could make out was Shamus. 
 
    “Is mise . . .” The man started to repeat Sobo’s words, then stopped, fumbled a pair of glasses from his shirt pocket, and took a good look at Kokoro.  
 
    “Saints be . . . Gomen nasai! Shibaraku deshita ne O-genki des ka, Kokoro san.” The big man stepped out of the doorway into the street and bowed. 
 
    Adele’s grandmother returned the bow then stepped forward and took his hand. “No need to be sorry, Shamus. It has been very long time, and yes, I am good. Arigato.” 
 
    “Sobo?” Adele tried to get her grandmother’s attention. 
 
    “Sobo?” Shamus repeated, looking from Adele to her grandmother, then back to Adele. He spoke another sentence in Japanese so heavily flavored with his Scottish brogue that she doubted that even her grandmother could understand it.  
 
    Adele looked helplessly at Kokoro. 
 
    “Adele no speak Nihongo. She Amerikajin.”  
 
    An amused look brightened Shamus’s face. “Sorry, lassie. What I said was welcome and glad to meet you, and I mean it. The name’s Shamus McLauton.” He stuck out a beefy hand. Adele took it and tried not to wince at his crushing handshake. 
 
    He ushered them inside. The pub was what she might have expected of such an establishment in Scotland. Low ceilings and dark wood gave the interior a cave-like feel. There was, of course, a long bar of polished wood with divots and stains that spoke of a long history of heavy use. Except for a broad chair against the far end of the bar, there were no stools. Next to the chair a tall man, conspicuous in a crimson Boston Red Sox baseball cap, stood with one foot on the low, brass rail extending the length of the bar. His attention seemed to be equally divided between the newcomers and a rugby game on a flat screen over one end of the bar.  
 
    As Shamus ushered Adele and her grandmother past the bar, he said to the man with the cap, “Julian, I’ll have your order to my distributor by the evening . . . though why you prefer that Canadian Lager to our hearty, Scottish brews I’ll never know. You might as well be drinking Perrier.”  
 
    “Just a taste of home, Shamus. Besides it’s the one beer that you don’t mind serving me cold,” the man responded, pulling his cap a little farther down his forehead. His eyes were back on the game, but Adele had an odd feeling that he was still watching her and Kokoro.  
 
    “Cold beer’s for tourists . . .” Shamus mumbled under his breath. “Show yourself out at the half, will you? I need to see to my guests.” 
 
    He ushered Adele and Kokoro into one of several back rooms that opened off a common kitchen. The room was furnished with tables covered in red and white checkered tablecloths and decked out for dining with silverware and napkins. The walls were decorated with pictures and carvings in a common theme of dragons or other mythological monstrosities locked in mortal combat with knights in armor.  
 
    In spite of his earlier protestations, Shamus managed to produce a warm and very welcome breakfast in short order. As he worked, Shamus and Kokoro carried on a fast-paced conversation. Phrases in English, Gaelic, and Japanese flew back and forth in whatever language seemed to best express the thought of the moment. Adele managed to catch enough of the general flow to know that they were catching up on events of at least a decade. 
 
    After her meal Adele excused herself to find a restroom. She passed through a hallway with one whole wall devoted to memorabilia concerning Nessie of Loch Ness fame. 
 
    On a narrow strip of plastered wall separating the washrooms, which were marked LAIRDS and LADIES, hung something that looked like a scale from a pinecone but was as large as both of Adele’s open palms held together. Its texture was more like hard leather than dense wood. Below it was a brass plaque engraved with indecipherable Japanese characters.  
 
    “That’s the scale of an Okinawan Ryu.” The deep, Scottish voice made Adele jump. “Took it during the big Typhoon of ‘78. The Ryu come ashore during storms and terrorize the locals. Ended my career, that one, but I got it.” Shamus bent over and knocked his fist on his left thigh. The hollow sound startled Adele. His gait had been so natural, she never would have guessed the leg was artificial. “Do you ken what a special lady your grandmother is?” 
 
    “She’s a little hard to understand at times.” 
 
    “Ah. Her accent — trust me it’s not so bad as when I first knew her.” 
 
    “Naw, I figured that out a while ago. It’s just — I don’t know her very well. Now I’m halfway around the world and don’t have a clue to what she’s gotten me into.” Adele gave a shrug and looked around. “Look, I really got’ a go,” she said hurriedly, then ducked into the restroom.  
 
    When Adele exited a few minutes later, her grandmother was waiting for her.  
 
    “Time go now. Must catch boat,” she said as she handed Adele her coat.  
 
    Shamus opened the door for them.  
 
    “Kokoro san says you’re off to Castle Beithir for your schooling,” he said with a wink and a knowing nod. “Seems like just yesterday your mother was here . . .” His voice fell off, and he glanced at Kokoro. “Sorry to hear about her. She was a bonnie, bonnie lass. If you’ve anything of her in you, you’ll have no trouble.”  
 
    He gave Adele a reassuring squeeze on the shoulder and closed the door behind them. Shamus’ reassuring squeeze brought tears to Adele’s eyes. Up to then, the shoulder had not bothered her, but the big man’s muscular grip made it throb again.  
 
    They walked for over a block in silence. Only after they had turned onto a narrow alleyway did Adele speak. “You’ve known Shamus a long time?” 
 
    “In school together. No here; in Japan. Shamus parents were diplomats after war. He have trouble in school with science, I help. I have . . . other trouble, he help.” Kokoro gave Adele the kind of look that said that it was better not to ask right now. “After school, we team, we good team.”  
 
    “What happened?”  
 
    Kokoro sniffed before continuing. “My parents no like Shamus, he gaijin — foreigner. They arrange marriage, order me come home. I good daughter, obedient, care for family honor, I — ”  
 
    Adele thought she saw her grandmother mouth something like stupid before continuing.  
 
    “I give birth you mother same day Shamus fight Ryu on Okinawa. He have no partner —  Maybe if I there — ” The older woman’s words trailed into thoughtful silence. 
 
    “If you had been there, my mother wouldn’t have been born, and I wouldn’t be here with you,” Adele replied, a bit defensively. She started to ask one of the myriad of questions that filled her mind but could tell by her grandmother’s stony expression that this was not a good time. They walked the rest of the way without a word, ending up at the terminal for the local ferry.  
 
    Kokoro disappeared into the ticket office, and Adele wandered to the edge of the dock. The breeze had died, and shafts of sunlight marched leisurely across the bay. Across the wharf a tall man in a charcoal trench coat and red baseball cap snapped a picture of a short girl with frizzy hair, then turned the camera toward Adele. Whether he saw her watching him or not, he kept the lens moving past, then focused on the grey haze of a rainsquall moving across the bay.  
 
    “Here your ticket.” Kokoro stepped close to Adele and pushed a cardboard boarding pass into her cold hand. Paper-clipped to the boarding pass was an envelope containing some money. 
 
    “My ticket? You aren’t going with me?”  
 
    “No. Have urgent business elsewhere. I bring you this far. Now you go.” Kokoro reached out and tenderly touched Adele’s hair. “Come on. You fight girl Peyton and big ogre Bellingham. You fight Gargouille. They no win. You do this okay.” 
 
    Adele was surprised at the mention of her old school nemesis. In retrospect, nothing should have surprised her about what or whom her grandmother knew by now. She reached out and attached herself to her grandmother in a bear hug.  
 
    “Hai, Sobo,” she whispered. “Where do I go?” 
 
    “Say on ticket: Fuath-Arrachd. It is island. When on island go to Castle Beithir. Institute there. No worry, they meet you on dock.” 
 
    Behind her, a loud blast echoed across the bay. Adele disentangled herself from her grandmother and walked toward the ferry. Halfway up the ramp, she turned and looked for the photographer with the red ball cap. A wood piling dripped in the mist where the man had stood. “Probably some tourist as disappointed in the weather as I am,” she muttered. As soon as she reached the deck, the crew started to cast off the lines. 
 
    “Don’t stay away so long,” Adele shouted over a second blast from the horn. 
 
    “No worry. I make sure you no have so much trouble as last school.” Kokoro cupped her hands like a megaphone over the increased roar of the engines. “Remember. Family honor up to you now.” 
 
    The wind blew away Kokoro’s last words as the ferry moved away from the dock.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9
The Tale of the Charred Castle 
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    Adele stood on the ferry’s stern long after her grandmother had dwindled to a speck on the Kirk Jormungand waterfront. Only when she was shivering so hard that she couldn’t hang onto the handrail did she seek shelter within the ship. The lower deck was wide open to accommodate many more vehicles than were currently on board.  
 
    Over the gaping entrance to the parking area the ship’s name was spelled out in Old English script: The Grendel. 
 
    A hatch opened to a stairway with FOOT PASSENGERS stenciled in yellow lettering on the bulkhead. Adele ducked inside and climbed the metal steps to the second-deck observation lounge. It was as sparsely populated as the vehicle deck below. The wraparound windows afforded a splendid view in all directions. A small island moved past the port windows as they headed to open water.  
 
    Still shivering, Adele worked her way to a small refreshment stand in the rear of the lounge. A noticeable swell had developed, making walking something she had to think about. 
 
    “Hello, lassie. What can I get for you? A nice cup of tea and maybe a biscuit?” A white-haired man with bushy sideburns popped behind the counter from the adjacent newsstand.  
 
    “Do you have any hot chocolate?” Adele asked. 
 
    “Aye, one cup of cocoa coming up.” The man busied himself with Adele’s request. “And where would you be going on such a brisk day?” 
 
    “I’m to go to Isle . . . eh . . . Fat-Arachnid, or something like that,” Adele answered. “To someplace called Castle Beithir. Do you know how far it is?” 
 
    The man stopped what he was doing and turned around. After a long stare, he muttered, “Fuath-Arrachd, is it?” He rolled the Rs in Arrachd like he was growling. “You’re one of them, then. Should have known, weird hair and all. Though you’re a bit strange looking, even for a ‘tutie. What’d a wee thing like you do to get sent there?”  
 
    “I didn’t get sent, my grandmother brought me!” Adele said defensively. “She enrolled me in school there.” 
 
    The man placed a steaming Styrofoam cup in front of Adele. She fished a five-pound note from the envelope her grandmother had given her.  
 
    “Aye, you’re a ‘tutie all right. A fiver for a cup of cocoa indeed. If you’re not too busy to wait a minute, Missy, I’ll go next door to get change.” 
 
    When he returned, he dumped several bills and coins on the counter. Adele put some of the larger coins into a cup she assumed was for tips and found a secluded corner by some windows to nurse her hot chocolate in solitude. 
 
    With endless regularity, the ferry pitched to the tempo of the swells rolling past. The warmth of the hot cocoa was comforting after the intensity of the last few days. She closed her eyes and inhaled the sweet aroma drifting up from the cocoa. She jerked upright with a start. The tip of her nose was damp with warm, brown liquid.  
 
    Adele took a few deep breaths to clear her head. In the back of the passenger lounge, the old Scot that had served her cocoa was puttering around the newsstand. Every so often he would slip her a surreptitious glance. When he saw her looking in his direction, he frowned and went back to his labors with renewed vigor.  
 
    Perhaps it wasn’t all roses, then, being at the Institute. Deep in thought, Adele finished the cocoa and sat back. Her eyelids were on the verge of losing their battle with gravity when . . . 
 
    “‘lo, mate. McGrumpy over there says you’re heading to Fuath-Arrachd.”  
 
    Adele stood up and spun around in a motion that slightly outpaced her feet; luckily, she caught the bench in time to avoid a graceless encounter with the floor. When she righted herself, she was facing someone whose appearance must have seemed every bit as out of place to the locals as her own.  
 
    “Whoa there, that’s some dance step,” the newcomer said, her Australian accent heavy. She held out her hand. “Pleased to make your acquaintance. I’m Mary, Mary Noonuccal. Sorry about him — townies don’t like us at the Institute much. I’m guessing you’re going to the Institute, seeing as there’s nothing else on that rock.” 
 
    Adele just stood and looked. Mary was slightly taller than she was. A shock of frizzy, black hair framed a face that was a collection of extremes. Beneath heavy brows, wide-set eyes sparkled with shrewd alertness. Her broad nose complemented full lips, and her skin was darker than Adele had seen on any other human being. 
 
    “Ahem. Name’s Mary, and you are?” The girl waved her outstretched hand up and down. 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” Adele reached out her own hand. Mary’s handshake was firm and vigorous.  
 
    “Adele de Saint Claire,” she said as she freed her hand and flexed it to return circulation. “And yeah, I guess I’m heading to some Institute on Fuath-Arrachd.” She pronounced the island’s name slowly and almost correctly. “Whatever that is.”  
 
    “You mean you got no clue about the Institute?” Mary’s dark eyes bore into Adele’s as if she was trying to divine her soul.  
 
    “I know my mom went there,” Adele said. “Things didn’t work out at my old school, so my grandmother brought me over here.” 
 
    “Kind ‘a left you out there hanging, you ask me.” Mary shook her head in sympathy.  “That’s family for you. I went home for a little break an ‘afore I knew it, we’re four months in the Never-Never and I’m late getting back. Good thing the Institute’s got a flexible curriculum or I’d be — .” The rest of her reply was drowned out by the blare of the ferry’s horn. 
 
     “That’s it. We’re here.” Mary spun around and walked to what looked like a very large backpack on wheels. “Grab your kit and let’s go. They get cranky if they have to do more than bounce the nose off the dock, so we best be ready.”  
 
    Adele followed Mary down the ladder to the ramp. The brisk wind smelled of salt and seaweed. Spray blew back from the blunt bow, beyond which a line of wooden pylons encrusted with black mussels was approaching at alarming speed. Above the pylons, thick beams formed a wooden dock that looked sturdy enough to build a castle on.  
 
    But the castle wasn’t on the wharf. It was set inland, beyond a short, sandy spit and atop a jumble of boulders piled as a barrier against North Sea gales. A cobbled path ran from the back of the wharf, across the sand, and up a steep ramp along the seawall.  
 
    The castle looked as if it had been old when Columbus sailed for the New World. Four cylindrical towers broke the monotony of an otherwise monochrome façade of squared-off basalt boulders fitted together without any visible plaster or cement. The towers extended at least one floor higher than the castle’s three stories and were capped with red tile, the roof in a shape reminiscent of a circus tent. Thin, vertical slits were all that passed for windows as far as Adele could see. 
 
    “Castle Beithir,” Mary said. 
 
    Adele raised her eyebrows. “Hope it’s warmer on the inside than it looks on the outside.” 
 
    Mary grinned just as the reverse thrust blew a fog of sea-spray into the oncoming wind, thoroughly dampening the two girls. Raw horsepower challenged the ferry’s momentum until the vessel was bobbing in the swells just yards from the massive pylons. With a loud chattering rattle, the front ramp banged down on the wharf.  
 
    The ferry’s whistle blared twice, and the two girls scampered up the pitching ramp and onto the dock. Adele wavered a moment. 
 
    “Yeah, it gets me that way too. The body gets used to the rocking, so you just keep feeling it, even on land. Ain’t nothing — be gone by the time we get to school.” 
 
    The horn blared again. The gangway clattered clear as wash from the propellers hit the pylons, sending spray onto the wharf. 
 
    “C’mon, mate. It’s no good getting damp in this breeze.” 
 
    “Do you need any help with your luggage?” Adele asked as Mary started to pull her bag toward the cobbled pathway. 
 
    “Good on you, but no. This bit a kit’s nothing. Been in the bush with my people for four months. That’s why I’m getting back late. Went home for a visit end of May. No sooner did I get in country than they say we was going a walkabout. It was a sorry business to start out of course, the government doctors told Grandfather Toby he’s due to die of lung cancer. Grandfather Toby says, ‘Inside four walls no good way for a man to die.’ Wants to go to the bush where he can get his head straight — straight enough to die. Not five days out, old Toby, he walks off and don’t come back.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Adele said softly. 
 
    “No bother. Was his time. He knew it . . . we all did. Deadly straight way to go.” 
 
    “So, what happened? You didn’t spend four months looking for him?” 
 
    “No. We gave him his space, waited a few days, in case he changed his mind. When we knew he wasn’t coming back, we did a corroboree, then went on.” Mary gave Adele a toothy grin. 
 
    “Went on? I thought this trip was to let Toby get his head straight and die.” 
 
    “Started that way. Afterwards, the whole mob decided they needed to get their heads straight, too. You get in the bush and it does something to you. Time don’t have no meaning, you know. Before I know it, we go by a town, and it’s October. I tell my folks I got to go, and here I am.” Throughout her discourse Mary emphasized certain points by stabbing a finger at the air. “You travel light for a Yank.” 
 
    Adele’s complexion darkened in a blush. “I had to leave in a bit of a hurry. My grandmother said she’d ship my stuff later.” 
 
    Mary looked as if she had a thousand more questions, but the damp wind got the better of her. “I’ve forgotten how cold it gets here. We’ll talk later.” 
 
    The path crested the seawall, and Adele got a better look at Castle Beithir. A two-yard wall made of the same basalt extended from either side of the castle. Around the wall there was a wide, grass-covered ditch Adele assumed was the remnant of an old moat. To the right of the castle, a pair of octagonal towers flanked a large, wooden gate with a heavy drawbridge spanning the ditch in front of it. 
 
    Mary tugged her bag over the last few cobbles and onto the drawbridge. “These puny wheels just ain’t made for off-road travel.”  
 
    Mary led them to a small, covered kiosk just to the left of the wooden gates.  
 
    Adele went to the gate and tried the latch. “Ouch!” she cried, pulling her hand back quickly. “It shocked me!” 
 
    Mary stifled a laugh as she shuffled to a covered keypad set into the wall. “Handle’s electrified — you need to log in first.” She punched a series of numbers and, at the cue of a blinking red light, placed her right thumb on a plastic screen.  
 
    “Welcome back, Mary Noonuccal.” The monotone voice from the speaker was obviously computer generated. “Your return is unexpectedly late. I have monitored a large amount of e-traffic relative to your absence. I infer that constitutes concern. Am I correct?” 
 
    “G’day to you too, HIMAL. Bloody right you are, I expect there’s been some worrying about my absence. Can we go in now? It’s cold.” Mary stomped her feet and hugged herself in an attempt to stay warm.  
 
    “I register another person with you. Please identify.” 
 
    “This here’s Adele de Saint Claire. She says her grandmother sent her.” Mary turned to Adele. “Put your right thumb on that plate so we can get in.”  
 
    Adele complied then stepped back. Nothing happened. 
 
    “HIMAL, what’s up? Come on, let us in.” 
 
    “I have no record of an Adele de Saint Claire in attendance here. Her biometrics match no authorizations I have on file. There is data on a Claude de Saint Claire. Graduated: Xenobiologic-Institute Victoria, British Columbia; Interned: Eurasian Portal Response Team; Classification: Portal Adept, grade five; Married: Yoshi Ryuunosuke, Bio Adept — Draconus group; status: MIA, presumed deceased. Gender, age, and viability have no correlation with the person claiming to be Adele de Saint Claire.  
 
    “A personnel web search of that name has data from Washington, D.C., United States, police computer records. The Adele de Saint Claire so described is a ninety-seven percent probability match to the Adele de Saint Claire standing next to you, based on gender, age, and facial recognition data. Police records report an Adele de Saint Claire has been under investigation for kidnapping, assault, battery, felony vandalism . . .” 
 
    “What?” Adele shouted. “They cleared me!”  
 
     Mary stepped away from Adele. “Kidnapping, assault . . .?” She spoke the words with a look of astonishment.  
 
    “My programming does not allow admittance to Ms. Adele de Saint Claire based on available data. Sedgwick Bartholomew has been notified and is en route.” 
 
    Mary beat her arms across her chest as she stomped around in small circles. “My mother always says, ‘Mary, you going to catch it someday, the way you just trust those city people.’ Sure enough, here I am locked out, freezing to death with a felon.”  
 
     “I didn’t do any of that,” Adele replied. She quickly reviewed her version of the events of that evening, stressing her innocence. Mary’s dark eyes were unfathomable. “There was this thing that attacked us in the attic. That’s what busted things up, not me.”  Adele stretched the neck of her sweater down so Mary could see the bandages on her shoulder. “Look if you don’t believe me. That’s where it ran its claw through me. Mr. Wolff said it was a Gargoyle-oily or something like that.” 
 
    “You telling me you had a row with a Gargouille! Krikie, you crazy if you think I believe that?”  
 
    “Look, Mary, I don’t care what you believe. But how else do you explain this,” Adele pointed to the bandage, “and my grandmother sending me here?”  
 
    Mary’s eyes darted from Adele’s shoulder to the fading bruise on her forehead and back again. Before she could answer, there was the metallic sound of bolts sliding out of the way. Slowly, the heavy door swung outward, and a man’s head poked through the opening. Busy eyes flashed back and forth between Mary and Adele, finally coming to rest on Mary.  
 
    “Mary Noonuccal, as I live and breathe.” The voice had the consistency of coarse gravel. “Walkabout get boring, did it? I wager that bed of yours started looking pretty good after a month or two sleeping on twigs and leaves.” 
 
    “Good to see you too, Sedgwick.” Mary grabbed her luggage. “Now let’s go.” 
 
    “Not so fast.” Sedgwick moved his tall, thin frame into the doorway. “We’ve the problem of your friend here. You know the rules — ” 
 
    “She’s not my friend!” Mary stomped her foot for emphasis. “She was already coming here on her own when I met her on the boat!” 
 
    One eyebrow screwed up on Sedgwick’s weathered face as he examined Adele. “And what is it that brings you to our fair isle, miss? It’s a bit late in the season for the balmy breezes and summer sun. Maybe you thought to get off season bargains at our local shops.”  
 
    “No, sir,” Adele said with as much politeness as she could muster. “My grandmother told me to take the ferry here. So here I am.” 
 
    “I see. Your grandma sent you. And who is your grandma that she’d be honoring us with yourself?” 
 
    Adele was becoming anxious about her reception. Had Kokoro made some kind of mistake? “Her name is Kokoro Ryuunosuke,” she said tentatively. “Does that help?” 
 
    Sedgwick blinked twice. “Kokoro,” he mouthed. “Then your mother was . . .” 
 
    “Yoshi de Saint Claire?”  
 
    “We knew her as Yoshi Ryuunosuke,” Sedgwick said softly. “Just a minute.”  
 
    The old man stepped to one side and drew a small radio from a leather holster at his belt. After a few moments of heated conversation, he turned to the girls.  
 
    “It seems there’s been a glitch in communications. You’re to report to the Director at once, the both of you.” With that, he swung the door wide and headed back to the grounds. “Don’t forget to close the door behind you,” he called back over his shoulder. 
 
    “Communications glitch, my frozen black arse,” Mary muttered as she grabbed her luggage. “HIMAL, why didn’t you know about Adele’s grandmother?” 
 
    “Mary Noonuccal, you must have forgotten my designation, HIMAL, stands for Human Intelligence Mimicking ALgorithm. Like the human intelligence I mimic, I cannot act on data that is withheld.” 
 
    Mary reached out and patted the keyboard. “Feeling sorry for yourself again, HIMAL?” 
 
    “I am not programmed for emotions, but I am looking forward to downloading Ms. de Saint Claire’s data.” 
 
    In spite of herself, Adele had to laugh. “Yeah, well, when I feel the need to download on someone, I’ll keep you in mind. By the way, I would appreciate it if you would call me Adele.” 
 
    “Logged and assimilated, Adele.” 
 
    As they passed through the gate, the door closed with a bang, and stainless-steel bolts snapped into place. Sedgwick strode past the stone stairway to the castle and hurried downhill toward a low complex of brick buildings. From her new vantage, Adele could see this side of the castle was in quite a state of disrepair. The stone façade had crumbled in several places down to the second story. Through gaps, she could see spotty daylight from the apparently decaying roof. Charred timbers and soot-blackened stones indicated at least part of the interior had been burned out. 
 
    The center of the wall was dominated by massive, discolored oak doors framed in three concentric arches of polished, black stone. Altogether, the entrance resembled a mouth full of bad teeth or some bloodsucking eel that had beached itself on a marble landing.  
 
    “It looks like it’s seen better days. Where’s your room anyway? I hope it’s in a part that’s not too drafty.” Adele craned her neck to see if there was any part of the building that looked more serviceable. 
 
    Mary’s laugh ended in a loud snort. “The school’s not in the castle, it’s over there.” She pointed to the open land behind Adele. Adele spun around. A gentle slope of winter-browned grass descended to what, at first glance, looked like an array of giant soap bubbles. 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s it, mate, that’s the Institute; dazzles the eyes every time.” Mary grabbed the handle of her luggage and set off.  
 
    “But I thought that the Institute was in Castle Beithir,” Adele called from behind.  
 
    “Used to be; seems as during the war, you know the one in the ‘40s, the Navy thought this would be a good place for a radar station. Back then, they was really big, so they needed lots of space with a clear path to the sea. This Major Mallory appropriated the Castle; the towers went up over there, where the Institute is now.” Mary pointed toward the cluster of chrome and glass domes that was their destination. 
 
    “They wasn’t there long though. No sooner did they get the radar up and running than strange things started happening. It was the local fisher folk that started seeing strange lights and such. At first their stories would earn the teller a pint, but it happened so often it looked like there wasn’t going to be a sober fisherman around.” Mary drew her sweater up high on her neck. 
 
    “It was all good fun until the disappearances started. About a month after the radar got operational, a few fishing boats went out and never came back. The townspeople started blaming the radar or U-boats or just about anything else. Then some soldiers went missing and that’s when all you-know-what broke loose.” 
 
    “Is that why the locals burned the castle?” Adele asked.  
 
    “Naw, you got it wrong. Here’s what I heard: Ol’ Sir Douglas Gairloch showed up one evening. He was the headmaster before the military moved in. What he told Major Mallory was no secret. He demanded they shut the site down. Said that they didn’t know what forces they was working with. Major Mallory accused Sir Douglas of being intimidated by progress and told him to rack off.” Mary had become so animated in her story that she ran her luggage off the path.  
 
     “What happened next?” 
 
    “No way of telling for sure,” Mary said, wiping mud off the wheels. “Big storm moved in that night. Most of the military people had already gone to town for the weekend and couldn’t get back. There were some explosions, some big enough to be seen on the mainland, even through the storm. Weather didn’t clear for two days, and when folks got back to the island, the radar and the castle was all burnt up and ruined. There wasn’t a trace of anybody neither. Army claimed it was a Nazi weapon but nobody believed it. But nobody had a better answer either.” 
 
    “Good thing I wasn’t around; they would have blamed it on me,” Adele said. She reached up and rubbed her shoulder. The path crested a small rise then started to descend. Adele had to stop to catch her breath. She felt a bit like Dorothy when she found the Emerald City all spread out before her. This jeweled city wasn’t green, at least not on the outside. Shining hemispheres rose above a dozen smaller, rectangular buildings. A network of glass-enclosed, arched walkways connected the domes. 
 
    “That’s me digs,” Mary said with a toothy grin. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10
The One-Eyed Scot 
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     “Whole thing’s self-contained — school, lab, administration, living area, everything. Each dome’s a giant greenhouse, and they all sport a different ecosystem. It’s like having different little bits of the world to train in. It’s really quite cozy once you get used to it.” Mary fought to pull her bag up the granite steps fronting the entrance. 
 
    The doorway was a duplicate to the one at the burned-out castle. Beyond a broad stone landing, three concentric basalt arches framed an imposing, polished wooden door. Beasts from myths the world over were carved in relief on the arches. A shudder ran down Adele’s spine; above and to the right, carved in all its horrific detail, was the beast that had been her waking nightmare less than a week earlier. The sight of its long-curved talons brought on an involuntary shudder and renewed throbbing where the real beast’s claw had impaled her shoulder... 
 
    Mary noticed the shudder. “They gave me the creeps first time I came here, too. You get used to them after a while.” 
 
    Adele turned away from the door. “Trust me, there’re some things you don’t want to experience enough times to get used to.”  
 
    She took half a dozen paces, then stopped to take in the entire building. “This is really weird! I mean, I feel like we’re entering Dracula’s castle in the middle of a Star Wars movie.”  
 
    “Word is Sir Douglas couldn’t quite bring himself to leave Castle Beithir behind, so he built a reproduction of the entrance to feel at home whenever he arrived.” Mary turned to an unobtrusive black panel inset into the basalt to the right the door. “All right, HIMAL, I know you know we’re here, so open up.” 
 
    “Miss Mary, you know the procedure. Please use the panel for a biometrics scan.” 
 
    “Flaming machine! I know you got sensors all over this island. You scanned us at the gate and been spying on us all the way here!” Mary moved to the panel and placed her right palm against the flat surface. 
 
     “I can neither confirm nor deny the existence of thermal, motion, or optic sensors anywhere on the grounds. As for the rules on identification and entry, that is written into my programming and cannot be bypassed.”  
 
    Adele knew it was just her imagination, but she thought she detected a note of smug amusement in the computer-generated voice. 
 
    “That bloody machine’s really high on himself, he is!” Mary flashed Adele a smile worthy of a lion addressing a gazelle. “I’m half tempted to sneak in some night and rewrite that bloody programming.”  
 
    Without a sound, a gap appeared in the middle of the doorway as the twin halves swung inward.  
 
    “As I have reminded you before, I do not use blood in any of my functions, and my memory core is well protected,” HIMAL said. “Quite possibly it is not even here on the island, though I can neither confirm nor . . .” 
 
    “. . . nor deny that. Yeah, I know.” Mary grabbed her suitcase and started toward the opening. 
 
    Adele suppressed a laugh. “Hey, this HIMAL can be as irritating as my grandmother.”  
 
    “If you mean the esteemed Kokoro Ryuunosuke, I’ll take that as a compliment,” HIMAL’s mechanical voice responded. “Kokoro san supervised my last three upgrades, culminating in the operating system with which you are currently interacting. It would be logical to expect some elements of her personality to be reflected in my programming.” 
 
    “And somehow I don’t think you got all the best parts,” Adele muttered as she passed through the doors.  
 
    They entered an anteroom walled entirely by thick, glass panels. To the right of the sliding glass doorway on the back wall was the ever-present biometrics screen. The wooden doors closed behind them, and Adele’s ears popped with an increase in air pressure.  
 
    Mary saw the look on Adele’s face as she attempted to clear her ears. “The entrance has a staging airlock to keep what’s inside in and what’s outside out.” 
 
    Adele moved around Mary and placed her left palm against the biometrics screen. 
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    “All right, HIMAL, what’s wrong now?” Adele demanded. 
 
    “No one has updated your biometrics data with an entrance authorization, Adele de Saint Claire,” the computer voice replied.  
 
     “Could’ve told you that,” Mary said as she pressed her palm against the screen.  
 
    The doors slid open without a sound. Warm, moist air, scented with the perfume of unnamed flowers, greeted Adele’s nose.  
 
    Mary’s nostrils flared as she took in a deep, noisy breath. “Ah, home.” 
 
    Adele looked around. “Ho-ly crap.” 
 
    The space they had entered would have been considered average-sized if Adele had grown up in a baseball stadium. Huge and jungle-esque, it reminded her of an arboretum she had visited once. Unfamiliar trees rose around her to a height of several stories. Thick, tropical undergrowth lined earthen walkways leading off in several directions. The silence was broken by the sound of splashing water and possibly an occasional subdued human voice. Here and there, Adele caught a glimpse of small pools connected by flowing streams.  
 
    “This here’s the Western Pacific ecosphere. You know — New Guinea, Philippines, Tahiti and the like. There’s even some eucalyptus from ‘stralia over there. I like to think they planted them just to make me feel at home.” 
 
    “Why the . . .?” Adele ran out of words and just lifted her arms and pointed all around.  
 
    “Sir Douglas was a bit of a fanatic when it came to collecting plants. Everywhere he went, he brought back some seedling or cutting. Rumor is there’s even a rock with lichen from Antarctica in a cold room somewhere. They say he was more heartbroken over the loss of his greenhouse than the loss of the great house. I guess his successor may have overcompensated a bit. It may look like a bit of a hodgepodge, but I think that everything is here for a purpose.” 
 
    The conversation was cut short when a bespectacled young woman wearing a gold jumpsuit and an exasperated look emerged along a path between two ferns.  
 
    “There you are. It’s about time. Come along, The Director's waiting.” Her precise British accent implied that their dalliance was highly improper. She did an abrupt about-face worthy of a master sergeant and retraced her steps.  
 
    “Veronica Wellesley is the Director’s secretary,” Mary whispered as she rushed to catch up. “Great-great-great-grandniece of the Duke of Wellington, twice removed by marriage or something, but to hear her go on, you’d think she had been at Waterloo with the old man. Don’t try to get on her good side — she doesn’t have one. But as long as the Director is good with you, she’s tolerable.”  
 
    The trail wove around clumps of ferns and broad-leafed plants. Brilliant flowers dazzled the eyes, and spicy smells tickled the nose. Here and there, Adele caught glimpses of other people. Some solitary individuals seemed to be engaged in tending or sampling the plants, while others were up in the plants. Adele saw a flash of movement in the trees far above — no one could climb that high, could they? The longer she looked, the more movement she saw; she counted at least a dozen kids engaged in an arboreal game of keep-away using the entire vertical space from ground level to treetop as a playing field. 
 
     “The Director will see you both in his office,” Veronica said with a nod to the stairway. “Don’t be all day about it. He has a very busy schedule.” With that, she disappeared into the greenery. 
 
    Mary dropped her luggage in an open area and started up a metal and glass stairway that seemed to grow from the interior framework supporting the dome.  
 
    “Well, come on then,” she said as she bounded up the steps. 
 
    The Director’s office was as high as many of the trees in the dome. The walls were clear glass, and the floor was composed of several types of hardwood, tongue-and-grooved together in an intricate Celtic knot pattern. Toward the rear of the room, a large desk carved from a solid piece of some light-colored wood seemed to grow from the floor itself. Several simple wooden chairs were scattered around the room, bordering an intricate Persian carpet. 
 
    Mary was standing to one side, grinning up at a mountain of a man. His wide smile adorned a ruddy, weather-beaten face framed by bushy mutton chops slightly greyer than the bushy, unkempt mop adorning the top of his head. A magenta scar descended diagonally across his forehead to the right eyebrow, only to disappear under an iridescent eye patch.  
 
    “Good to have you back, lassie. Sorry to hear about your granddad. Sounded like a fine man. I trust the rest was as good a field trip as we could offer.” The musical cadence and charm of his marked Scottish lilt was incongruous with the Director’s overwhelmingly severe appearance. “Knowing your father’s older sister as I do, I bet you had a whole year’s worth of schooling out in the Never-Never.” 
 
    “You know my auntie?”  
 
    “I wasn’t born behind that blasted desk, you know.” The big man’s eye wandered over and moved to Adele; with jerking movements darting over her diminutive frame, repeatedly returning to her multihued hair, and ending in an intense scrutiny of her face. “Kokoro’s granddaughter to be sure. Er, excuse my rudeness. Watashi wa Michael McCullum desu. Dozo yoroshiku.” The Director bowed slightly.  
 
    Bewildered, Adele glanced at Mary, who was desperately trying to stifle a fit of laughter. With a shrug, Adele stepped forward and offered her right hand. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Adele, uh, de Saint Claire, from America. My grandmother brought me to Scotland and put me on a boat to here.” 
 
    The Director broke into roaring laughter, causing his scar to glow brilliant red. “HIMAL, I think you omitted information pertinent to our new arrival,” he shouted as he stepped forward and pumped Adele’s outstretched hand. 
 
    “I duly reported Kokoro Ryuunosuke had left word that she was delivering Yoshi’s daughter to the Institute for matriculation. You made no further inquiries relevant to her personal information.” The familiar computer voice came from the wooden desk in the back of the room.  
 
    “Yes, but I suspect you updated your files as soon as you interfaced with Miss de Saint Claire. You should’ve shared this information. I made an assumption that has proven embarrassing for both — ” 
 
    “When you assume, you make an a — ’”  
 
    “That’ll be enough virtual wisdom for now. Thank you, HIMAL.” The Director grinned again. “Forgive me, Miss de Saint Claire. Sometimes HIMAL’s A.I. program elicits a personality that I wish I could strangle.” 
 
    “Yeah, I had that same impulse on my trip here,” Adele replied. 
 
    “You know about that, do you, lass? Well, I’d expect nothing less of Kokoro san’s granddaughter. Anyway, the name’s Michael McCullum, and welcome to the Institute.” He indicated a chair with a sweep of his hand. 
 
    Adele sat carefully. “Thanks. Could you please tell me — what is this place?” 
 
    “Ah, lassie. I see Kokoro san still likes her mysteries. This here’s the West European Branch of the Institute of Crypto-Biological Studies. You ken what crypto-biology is, do you?”  
 
    Adele shook her head.  
 
    Director McCullum raised his left eyebrow. “Crypto-biology is the study of creatures not recognized by mainstream science. You know — sea serpents, dragons, and the like. But I don’t have to convince you from what I hear you’ve already had a close encounter of the beastie kind. Anyway, rational science says they don’t exist. Our job is to keep it that way.” 
 
    The awkward silence stretched for a few moments.  
 
    “Keep it that way? You mean we just clean up the mess and pretend those things aren’t real?” Adele asked. As if to emphasize the point she tenderly rubbed the gauze pad over her wounded shoulder. “My grandmother said something about that, but I didn’t see how it was possible or even why it was so important to keep a something like that a secret.” 
 
    “Oh, believe me — with a little creative P.R, plenty of funding, and friends in high, and low places, we manage to keep the existence of such creatures from the public eye.” Director McCullum’s eyes sparkled as he continued. “We’re your original Men in Black.”  
 
    Adele’s jaw dropped. “Men in Black? You mean that whole Roswell thing’s true?” 
 
    “No, no! That whole space alien thing’s as much an urban legend as the rumors of Elvis singing with aliens at me wedding. Well, the alien part anyway,” Director McCullum said with a chuckle. “As for why, that’s a bit more complicated. Surprisingly enough, our more primitive ancestors dealt with the occasional dragon or sea monster better than their modern counterparts would. To them it was just another in a long list of incomprehensible terrors that inhabited a world defined by superstition. A dragon or other Crypto-biological taking an occasional sheep or fair maiden was just another day at the office compared to the real horrors of the day — famine, war, and plague to name a few. Especially when there were so many knights errant, eager to make a name for themselves and procure the favors of said fair maidens.” 
 
    Director McCullum smiled as if savoring a private joke. “Alas, with the onset of the age of reason there was no rational place for creatures that didn’t fit into Darwin’s grand scheme. Funny thing — those that damned Darwin as a heretic also damned legends and stories of dragons and other Crypto-biologicals as heresy. Either way, over time it became politically expedient for our activities to slip into the shadows so the powers that be could maintain their definition of a politically correct universe.”   
 
     Adele started to ask one of the dozens of questions whirring around her brain, but the Director cut her off. “You’ve had a long trip, so why don’t we let Mary get you settled? You’re in the female dome of course. We’ve arranged for your residence to be close to Mary’s. She can fill you in on classes and other arrangements.” 
 
    “Classes? I thought that — ” 
 
    “What? You thought your schooling days were over? My young lassie, I can assure you that they’ve just begun. The Institute is actually two schools running in parallel. There’s the government curriculum, which is rather inflexible, which we must maintain to avoid unwanted scrutiny from overly officious public servants. Running parallel to that is our more specialized curriculum.”  Director McCullum took a moment to access some information from his computer before continuing.   
 
    “Given your age and school standing stateside, I assume you’ll be placed in secondary level three or four, depending on your placement tests. I wouldn’t get your hopes too high, coming from the States and all.” The Director flashed Adele a look so noncommittal that she couldn’t decide whether he was chastising or joking. “These courses are available online, and you will be expected ta complete them within the time allotted.” 
 
    “Great,” Adele shrugged, “home schooling without the home. Sobo could have saved herself a lot of trouble and just signed me up for a correspondence course.” 
 
     “This arrangement allows flexibility for the real classwork, the stuff you can’t get at your ordinary public school.” This time the Director’s voice was crisp and stern; the red glow of his facial scar left Adele little doubt that she had not taken him seriously enough. “Some of these classes you can’t schedule, you have to wait until conditions are right. The government’s classes you have to pass to stay in school here. Our courses you have ta master ta stay alive.” 
 
    With a wave of his hand, Director McCullum signaled Adele and Mary to follow. He walked to the clear, glass plate of the wall facing the interior of the dome. “What do you see?”   
 
    “A forest,” Adele answered quickly. When Director McCullum said nothing for a few seconds, she continued, “And trails, some cubicles with people working in them.” Three teens in charcoal-gray jumpsuits scampered by at her eye level, darting across the limbs of trees not twenty yards from where she stood. “Oh, yeah, and people dashing around the tops of trees.” Adele shivered.  
 
    “There are classrooms with four walls and a chalk board ta be sure,” the Director said, smiling. “But our domes have a variety of habitats I’m sure you’ll find ta be of interest if not a challenge; and that’s not ta mention the genteel outdoor amenities of an island which faces the North Atlantic. Those are your real classrooms. I don’t care where you’ve been before, I guarantee it will seem like a summer’s vacation by comparison.”  
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An Awkward Reunion 
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    No sooner had Mary stepped off the stairway leading to the Director’s office than the whole dome seemed to brighten with golden light. 
 
    “Wow,” Adele exclaimed. “Did someone just pay the power bill?” 
 
    “Naw.” Mary warmed her face in the brightness streaming through the clear panels. “It’s called the sun, a natural phenomenon we see all the time back in Oz but doesn’t happen much here.”   
 
    Adele went to one of the panes and peered out. About a quarter of the way up from the western horizon, brilliant beams of light shone through small cracks in an otherwise solid overcast. Sheets of daylight laced their way down to the leaden ocean, which mirrored the gray of otherwise featureless gloom above.  
 
    “Is it always this dreary?”  
 
    “No, mate. There’s storms with real wind, and rain. Just when you think you can’t take the cold soaking you get whenever you go outside, it snows.” Mary looked wistfully through the panel. “Once in a while we get a break, but that only lasts long enough for us to remember what we’re missing.” 
 
    “How about the summer,” asked Adele. 
 
    “I was talking about summer,” Mary replied with a deadpan expression. When she saw Adele almost go cross-eyed in shock, her lips peeled back into a toothy grin. “Got you there, mate. It ain’t really that bad . . . just seems so. Here in the domes it’s summer all the time, and mostly the weather’s tolerable outside . . . if you dress for it. Speaking of domes, sun will be down in a jiff so I better show you to your digs. Grab your bag and follow me.” 
 
    When Adele entered the girl’s dormitory dome, she thought she had entered a car deodorizer factory. Crisp pine scent filled her nasal passages along with other forest fragrances carried in warm, moist air.                
 
    “Ah, home,” Mary exclaimed as she inhaled deeply. 
 
    “Thought eucalyptus trees smelled like home,” Adele responded.  
 
    “Okay, smells like home away from home, if you want to get technical.” Adele ventured deeper into the dome with eagerness born of curiosity. She followed a gravel path, which wound between thick trunks covered in coarse, reddish bark. Thick patches of blackberries and blueberries hugged the banks of a slow-moving stream. Sofa-sized bushes with clustered white and purple flowers filled in the open spaces between trees.  
 
    She wandered back to the entrance where Mary waited patiently with their bags. “Okay, I give up,” she said with a shrug.  “What do we do? Camp out under the stars? I don’t get it, with all this you’d think they would do something creative, like a system of Hobbit holes or maybe kivas with a sweat lodge to relax in after a hard day’s studying.” 
 
    “So, it’s creative you want,” Mary smirked and pumped a finger upward.  
 
    Above her, the trees rose to tickle the dome high overhead. Sunlight streaming through the clear panels gleamed off stainless-steel cable ladders and walkways webbing through an arboreal community high above the ground. Adele watched with amazement as girls scampered between the branches as nonchalantly as if they were on terra firma.  
 
    Mary led Adele deep into the forest and then indicated a covered platform ten yards above the forest floor. A steel-cable ladder anchored to bolts buried in the ground stretched upward to a yard-wide platform.  
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding,” Adele said in disbelief.  
 
    “Not to worry, mate. My digs are right across the way.” Mary pointed at a platform in an adjacent tree that was a good three yards higher than Adele’s.  
 
    “Okay. I can do this,” Adele said, mostly to convince herself, as she started up the ladder. It hardly swayed at all as she climbed. Halfway up, she was congratulating herself on her chutzpa when she heard Mary calling her name below. 
 
    “What!” she snarled after Mary’s third call. “Can’t you see I’m climbing here?” 
 
    “Yeah, and you’re doing a good job, too.” Mary’s mood was just a little too cheerful. “Only thing is, what you going to do when you reach the platform? You’re on the wrong side of the ladder.”  
 
    Adele looked up at her goal. Sure enough, when she arrived at the platform, the ladder would be between her and the landing. To get there, she would have to swing around to the other side with only empty space below. Not an easy prospect for a novice with newly acquired acrophobic tendencies.  
 
    Carefully she climbed down, muttered her thanks to Mary, and started up on the other side. This time she reached her goal, and it was just a matter of stepping back onto the wood-decked landing. 
 
    Inside a curtained doorway, the sleeping quarters were surprisingly cozy. She had expected some sensation of swaying or bouncing, but it seemed as stable as if it had been built on the ground below. Three of the four walls had windows mounted high enough to provide a panorama of her surroundings without a vertigo-inducing view downward.  
 
    Large cardboard boxes were stacked on one side of the room, almost obscuring the bed. Behind the bed, a floor-to-ceiling wooden cupboard turned out to be her closet. The other side of the room was equipped with an empty bookcase, a desk complete with a computer console, and, in the far corner, a partitioned space enclosing a sink and toilet. A shower head sprouted from one wall — the fiberglass floor of the bathroom enclosure sloped slightly toward a drain in one corner.  
 
    The cardboard boxes bore shipping labels indicating their origin as Washington, D.C. Adele tore into the nearest one, spilling books and magazines from her old room onto the floor. She unloaded the others, partially filling the bookcase before an “Ahem” behind her announced that she had company. 
 
    “May I come in?” Mary asked. 
 
    “Yeah, look — my stuff! Clean clothes finally!” She lifted an arm, sniffed her pit, and shrugged. “How’d they carry all this up the ladder?” 
 
    “They didn’t. They used a power winch. We’re not above using a little mechanical help when we need to.” Mary looked at her watch. “Hey, I’m starved. Cafeteria’s still serving, want to come?” 
 
    At the mention of food, Adele’s face brightened. “I’d love to but, well, I better not. I need to unpack.”  
 
    “Need to unpack? Come on, girl, I may be fresh out of the bush, but I know you’re lying. What’s wrong?” 
 
    Adele said nothing but looked nervously at the doorway. 
 
    Mary immediately understood. “Look, mate, you’re going to have to come down sometime. It’s the ladder, right? Going up’s okay, but down’s another matter/” 
 
    Adele nodded.  
 
    “Me too my first time here,” Mary said thoughtfully. “Got just the thing.” She went to the closet and rummaged a bit. “Here you go. Just put your legs through here.” Adele recognized the collection of straps in Mary’s hands as a climbing harness.  
 
    “What are you . . . ?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Mary reassured her. “Just a little extra confidence for the way down.”  
 
    She cinched a few straps, gave the front loop a good tug, and turned for the door. “Come on. This’ll be fun.” 
 
    On the landing, Mary reached into the eaves over the doorway and drew out a boom with a metal canister the size of a backpack dangling from the end. Mary grabbed a carabineer attached to the canister and pulled. Mechanical whining came from the mechanism as the metal cable slowly played out.  
 
    “We do a lot of climbing in our work. The Institute feels it best we do it till it’s second nature. That’s one reason for these crazy tree houses.” Mary clipped the carabineer to Adele’s harness. “Part of ‘stralia I come from is flat. Was petrified for the first week. Anyway, this here’s an inertial break. If you fall it’ll — ” 
 
    “I’ve used one before,” Adele said. When Mary looked skeptical, she continued, “At the state fair back in Maryland. They had a climbing wall, and I was hooked up to this inertial thing in case I fell off.”  
 
    “Well, I didn’t know you were a pro. In that case —  “Mary pushed and Adele swung into space. 
 
    Surprise brought on panic.  She jerked around, almost flipping herself upside down. The world tilted crazily as she flailed for a grip. Finally, one hand managed to catch the cable, and Adele pulled herself upright — just as she hit the ground with a thump. Mary scrambled to earth on the cable ladder. Her wide grin froze as Adele turned toward her.  
 
    “Damn you, Mary,” she said in uneven gasps. “You pushed me!” She paused to catch her breath; her face was so red it looked as if she were sunburned. “That was, was such a . . . a . . . rush! Can we do it again?”  
 
    Adele’s legs were shaking and her knees threatened to buckle while Mary released the harness. 
 
    “Not now, girl. I’m starved. We eat first.” Mary gave a tug then let go of the harness, which slowly wound back up to the tree house. “Come on, I’ll show you where the cafeteria is,” arm in arm, the girls rushed off to find some food. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Swinging from trees wasn’t all Adele had to get used to. The next day, Veronica Wellesley arrived in Adele’s quarters with a knapsack full of books.  
 
    “The Director believes you’re bright enough to have a go at an upper-level placement and wants you ready to take the Stage Four exams by the spring. Frankly, I’ve my doubts.” Veronica took a deep breath then let it out in a long sigh. Adele had the impression that Veronica thought she had a better chance of learning to fly. 
 
     “Here are the texts that every student needs to satisfy state requirements at that level,” Ms. Wellesley continued. “The classes are given in a self-study format. Normally you would get an ePad and a flash drive with the texts installed but seeing as you’re from the States and all I didn’t want to overwhelm you with technology right away.”  She dumped the knapsack at Adele’s feet. You’ve a mentor assigned for each subject. Their names are indicated on a sticky note affixed to each book.” Before Adele could utter an objection, Veronica Wellesley disappeared through the curtained doorway.  
 
    An hour later, Mary showed up. There were books scattered all over the bed, and Adele was trying to make sense of her class schedule. 
 
    “You look buggered, mate,” Mary said as she stepped in. 
 
    “Look at this stuff.” Adele started shifting the texts scattered around her. “English, math, European history, a list of twelve languages I’m to choose from, and this is the extracurricular stuff. How many classes are there per term? Six?”  
 
    “Because we’re starting a bit late, I think you’ll need eight actually.” 
 
    “I thought this school was special. I could have taken all this stuff back in the U.S. I expected . . . I’m not stupid, you know. I’ve seen other students, and it sure didn’t look like they were bothering with any of this stuff.” 
 
    “Nothing gets by you.” Mary winked. “Scotland had compulsory education two hundred years before the Brits. They kind of take it seriously, a point of pride, if you ask me. We got to learn this stuff so we can pass the local Standard Assessment Tests. To the outside world the Institute’s supposed to be a high-class boarding school, remember? ‘Sides, it’s a breeze with HIMAL there to help.” 
 
    “HIMAL where?” Adele scanned the room for the telltale biometrics pad. 
 
    “Your computer, over there on your desk; don’t tell me you haven’t turned it on yet?” 
 
    Adele shook her head.  
 
    “You do know about computers? I mean, you’re a Yank and all, so I assumed . . .”  
 
    “Yes, I know about computers,” Adele said with a touch of sarcasm. “I just haven’t had any time yet.”  
 
    “Just turn it on. HIMAL’s there twenty-four  — your own personal go-for and nanny all rolled in one. HIMAL will get you through your courses.” 
 
    “What about the other stuff — the special courses?”  
 
    “Well, that’s what I’ve come to tell you about. Couple of the classes have been held up due to the absence of one of the teachers, Abner Farnsworth. Seems he got called out to Sri Lanka — someone claimed they saw Naga Fireballs, and that’s his specialty.” 
 
    “Saw what?” Adele asked. 
 
    “Some sort of water serpent that lives in the Mekong River in Thailand or Laos. Locals claim it spits some sort of ball of burning plasma.  Anyway, he ain’t come back yet, so there been no teacher for his classes. Word is we got a new bloke. He’s a Yank so you shouldn’t have no trouble with the accent. Class starts tomorrow after breakfast. Hope the new guy is more exciting than Abner was. When I took that course last year, I got more sleep than I did in my own bed.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Adele was surprised to find the classroom was pretty much like science classrooms back in the States. True, she could see the sky through clear panels overhead, but the room was still a rectangular space with four walls. Students still sat on high stools, six to a table, and each student’s station had a deep sink, an electrical outlet, and spigots for compressed air and natural gas.  
 
    All the back-row seats were occupied, so Adele was forced to take a seat at the front of the room. She nodded silent greetings to several girls she had met since her arrival. Most students looked to be her age or at most a year or two older than she was.  
 
    A man wearing a light blue lab coat was writing notes and formulas in various colors on the white board at the head of the class. Even though he had his back to her, there was something familiar in the way he moved. 
 
    “I’m glad to see that this place has already had a positive influence on you,” the teacher remarked. “I think this is the first time you’ve ever made it to one of my classes on time.”  
 
    The teacher turned around, and an explosive slap resounded through the room as Adele’s backpack hit the floor. “Mr. Wolff?” 
 
    Mr. Wolff suppressed a chuckle as he went on to address the class. “Good morning, everyone, as Miss de Saint Claire correctly branded me, I’m Mr. Joseph Wolff. It’s a distinct honor to be here filling in for Abner Farnsworth, although I do wish it were under pleasanter circumstances. Abner was one of my favorite teachers, and not all that long ago, I might add. It’s my hope that he just got interested in a unique species and lost track of time.” 
 
    Mr. Wolff’s smile was not as reassuring as it could have been as he hurried along with his introduction. “As part of this year’s curriculum, we will begin our study of comparative xeno-biology. This is the core subject from which many other classes are based.  
 
    “Comparative xeno-biology is, of course, an extremely broad subject that takes in elements of xeno-physiology, comparative biochemistry, xeno-taxonomy, and comparative anatomy. Subjects will be grouped by taxonomic domains, which, unlike terrestrial taxonomy, begin with planetary origin. Related courses will be added to your curriculum as the need arises.”  
 
    Adele looked around. The other students displayed various states of attentiveness, but none looked as confused by the flurry of scientific mumbo-jumbo as she felt.  
 
    “Are there any questions so far?” Mr. Wolff looked around the room. When no one raised a hand, he continued. “We will begin by studying the order Draconus. As you probably already know, of all the xeno-biologic entities we have catalogued, this is the most populous taxonomic group. It consists of at least three families that branch to encompass over a dozen genus and species.” 
 
    Mr. Wolff pushed himself up to sit cross-legged on the table in the front of the class. “Now, who can enlighten us on some pertinent facts concerning this important group of xeno-biologic creatures?” 
 
    No one ventured an answer.  
 
    “Come on, don’t be shy. This is the best-known category of all xeno-biologics. In ancient mythologies Draconus species of one type or another show up in greater than fifty-seven percent of all stories. Someone must have something to say.” 
 
    A hand shot up in the back of the class, and Mr. Wolff acknowledged the student with a nod.   “Yes, Mr., eh . . .” 
 
    “No need to be getting formal, Teach. I answer perfectly well to Simon.” The short, gangly young man’s accent revealed his upbringing in London’s East End.  
 
    “Anyway, what I remember from last year’s class is that the scaly buggers all eat meat but prefer the tender, maidenly sort when they can get it.” Simon nudged the redhead to his right, but she backed away with a contemptuous look, as if he were one of the ‘scaly buggers’ he had described. 
 
     “Thank you, Simon, for your insight on Draconus’ dietary preferences,” Mr. Wolff said over a cacophony of chortles and guffaws. “Did I hear you correctly — you took this class from Abner Farnsworth last year?” 
 
    “That I did,” Simon admitted. “Guess they thought a newbie like you coming in to teach this class for the first time could use some help.” 
 
    “Yes, that is a possibility. And if your answer is any indication of what you carried away from this class the first time, I can see why you were the one chosen to sit through it again.” 
 
     Simon took his seat amid renewed snickers from the class while Mr. Wolff flipped a switch and turned down the lights. A digital projector dropped down from the ceiling and illuminated most of one wall. At intervals, pictures of otherworldly creatures flashed on the wall. Some were drawings taken from medieval texts, and some, to Adele’s surprise, were obviously photographs. The photographs drew the most mutters of amazement or shocked disgust from the class.  
 
    “What our community has dealt with for centuries,” Mr. Wolff continued, “are creatures that evolved on other worlds.” 
 
    “Okay, I know there are things out there that aren’t in the textbooks,” a male voice cracked from the back. “Other classes have mentioned something called Portals connected with the appearance of these creatures. They’ve been pretty vague, so I assumed from my reading that these creatures are inter-dimensional beings from an alternate version of Earth. If you’re really saying they’re E.T.s from our universe, how’d they get here — did someone beam them down?” 
 
    “No, no one is beaming Xenobiologicals down here for us to deal with. What is classically called a Portal, or more properly an Energized Matrix-Stabilized Einstein-Rosen-Bridge, is a natural phenomenon which can be influenced to a greater or lesser extent by the mental capacities of some individuals.” Mr. Wolff flashed Adele a quick glance before returning to his lecture. “And it is not the subject of this lecture so, if you don’t mind, I’ll return to the topic that I’m supposed to be teaching.”  
 
    Without another word, he projected a classical drawing of a dragon attacking some peasant farmers. The serpentine beast was reared on its hind legs, wings spread, and fire blossomed from a mouthful of teeth. “As I said earlier, we begin our studies with the order Draconus. A thorough understanding of this group will take most of this year, so you better like scales, claws, and foul breath. What you see here is a member of this genus as classically depicted in Western societies.”  
 
    Mr. Wolff went on for over an hour describing the taxonomy of dragons and their kin. At first, most members of the class were amazed to discover that many dragons lacked wings or that most lacked the ability to breathe fire. The one remark that got outright disbelief was his assertion that the Scottish icon Nessie belonged to the realm of fiction.  
 
    Mr. Wolff passed out a palm-sized, covered ceramic bowl and what looked like a metal chopstick to each student.  
 
    “Much of our knowledge has come from legend, hearsay, old wives’ tales, and the like. If the information was well documented, dragons and the other species wouldn’t be relegated to crypto-biology, would they? Luckily, there’s a wealth of myth and lore concerning our ongoing battle with the myriad of variations of the Draconus species. If you examine folklore from many cultures, you come up with a list of things that a dragon, for example, is supposed to be afraid of, or that can injure or kill it. Things such as beeswax, silk, and varieties of wood have all been listed. Without exception, however, the element iron heads every list. 
 
    “I chose today’s demonstration to illustrate the fact that local legends often contain useful information.” Mr. Wolff picked up one of the covered bowls and held it high over his head. “This is the sort of thing that makes sitting through that stuff I bored you with for the last hour worthwhile! 
 
    “Now, grab your bowls. That lump that looks like a blackened marshmallow with an iridescent, leathery side is an actual piece of flesh from a Gargouilles Romanidi. I brought this particular specimen with me from Washington. You might ask how a species that has, until now, been limited to the Seine River in France, and with no sightings for centuries, how it showed up one night in the attic of the Capitol Cathedral. This demonstrates how the technologies of our modern world have expanded the geographical boundaries within which a Xenobiological species can be expected to be found.” 
 
    A hand shot up. 
 
    “Yes, Miss―?” 
 
    “Abigail Gentry, sir,” the young girl jumped down from her stool and rocked from side to side. “If you don’t mind . . . rumors are running around the school about how you came to be here. Some say the Gargouille was a terrorist’s plot. Word is you discovered the plot and killed it before it could do any damage and now, they have a price on your head and that is why you had to come here?” 
 
    Mr. Wolff looked as if he might either choke or have a seizure trying to suppress his laughter. “If real news traveled as fast and as widely as rumor, we’d have a much more educated world.” He managed a tight smile at Abigail, who was rocking back and forth in excited anticipation.  
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you. The string of accidents that brought the Gargouille to Washington, DC, was so unexpected that I doubt anyone here at the Institute would have been able to predict it let alone plan it. No terrorist, no North Korean spies, no CIA and no malicious plot; to be honest, my part in the whole ordeal was rather small compared to the efforts of someone who didn’t even know about Xenobiologicals or the Institute.” Mr. Wolff flashed Adele a furtive glance that did not go unnoticed by several other members of the class. “I can definitively say that you won’t see Jack Bauer and me taking on an Al Qaeda dragon on this year’s season of 24. Now let’s get on with today’s demonstration.” 
 
    Around the class the sound of lids being removed from ceramic bowls was accompanied by an array of responses ranging from an excited, “Cool, look at the way it shines!” to “Ugh, that smells like me mum’s flat when the loo’s backed up.”  
 
     “Ah, yes. Thank you for that keen insight, Simon. I’m sure that’s one of the criteria we’ll add to the field manual for identifying this creature.” Mr. Wolff chided from the back of the class amidst a smattering of snickers. “Remember, the Gargouille is part of the order Draconis, and although not as big and scary as its larger cousins, it is still a legitimate dragon.” 
 
    Not big and scary? Adele’s mouth went dry as she recalled her encounter. You weren’t dodging one in some old church attic in the middle of a thunderstorm. 
 
    “Today’s demonstration shows how history, mythology, thermodynamics, biochemistry, and probably some topics I haven’t thought of all interrelate in what we do at the Institute.” Mr. Wolff placed the bowl on the table in the front of the class, slid open a drawer, and pulled out some darkened safety glasses. 
 
    “You’ll all find these in the top drawers of your lab benches. Use the tinted ones; this reaction is quite exothermic.” Mr. Wolff waited until everyone had donned their glasses. “All right, now, for a little comparative anatomy lesson. A hallmark of most Draconus species is that their skin is naturally impregnated with fine particles of aluminum and magnesium. Within the tissue are also certain enzymes as well as organophosphate compounds which are essential for its high metabolism. These tissues also have abundant fat stores; a highly energetic mixture if you can provide the right conditions reaction going ―Stop that!”  
 
    Mr. Wolff practically flew across the room and grabbed the hand of a boy who was leaning over his bowl and about to poke the specimen with his iron rod. 
 
    “That’s a good way to spend a month or more recovering from flash burns!” Mr. Wolff said as he spun the startled boy around. “Now, you and the rest of the class, do nothing until I tell you.” 
 
    He walked briskly back to his bowl, stood to one side, and jabbed his iron rod. Nothing happened for an instant, and then a sharp snap preceded a surge of flame like a Roman candle jetted several feet above the bowl. Mr. Wolff snatched his hand away and blew vigorously on his knuckles.  
 
    “Iron oxide — rust — on the surface of the rod reacts with the granular aluminum which permeates the skin of all Draconus species as their version of sunscreen. This produces a violent exothermic reaction similar to the incendiary chemical thermite. Very, very hot!” he exclaimed, still fanning his fingers in the air. “On a lab bench the thermite reaction requires temperatures produced by, say, a magnesium flare to initiate the reaction. As you just saw the same reaction is initiated at room temperature in Draconus skin, probably catalyzed by enzymes in the creatures’ tissues. Now you can see why dragon mythologies around the world state that dragons have a fear of iron. Okay, now very carefully — and I think it’s best to come in more of an angle from the side.”  
 
    The next half hour was spent with flares and bursts of flame singeing the occasional knuckle or eyebrow. The demonstration did, however, have the desired effect and the class ended with enthusiastic chatter.  
 
    As the others made a disorganized rush of the door, Adele approached Mr. Wolff. “Was that really from . . . the . . . you know . . .?” 
 
    “Yours?” Mr. Wolff pursed his lips, shifted as if his seat had suddenly become uncomfortable, then nodded. “I wanted to do that experiment ever since I read about the thermite effect in relation to the skin of various Draconus species. We never had a good specimen when I was in school. When yours came along, I couldn’t resist — I carved out a bit and froze it before the Institute took the rest for disposal.”  
 
    In spite of a twinge of revulsion, Adele had to chuckle at how much Mr. Wolff looked like a teenage boy caught sneaking a peek at a girlie magazine. 
 
    “Hope you don’t mind,” he said. 
 
    “Better than the last time I saw it, I guess.” She turned and hurriedly followed the rest of her classmates out of the room. 
 
      
 
    Just outside the door, a few of her classmates bunched in whispered conversation. They all went silent when Adele appeared. 
 
    “Looks like we have an in with the teach, don’t we,” Simon whined in a cockney accent so thick that Adele could hardly understand him.  
 
    “Mr. Wolff? He was my science teacher back in Maryland. Why?” Adele stood her ground as the five fanned out to form a semicircle around her. 
 
    “Just seemed a bit cozy, you two arriving same time and all.” Simon pushed his way directly in front of Adele. “Rumor has it you’re a bit of a celeb, hunting down a dragon on your own an’ all. We just wanted to see for ourselves. From the looks of you, I can’t say all the talk’s more’n a bit of jackanory.” 
 
    “Yeah, you got me.” Adele said in a tone she hoped would satisfy Simon. At this point all she wanted was to blend in with the background. “I’ll admit it. I didn’t hunt down a dragon or kill one either.” 
 
    “See, she admits it,” Simon turned to his friends at the same time his arm swung toward Adele, inadvertently jabbing his extended index finger into her wounded shoulder. 
 
    “Eeeeooouu!” Adele stepped back and tugged on the collar of her shirt, exposing the ragged, purple-hued scar on her shoulder.  
 
    A wide-eyed Simon moved closer for a better look. “Got’ a be some kind of painful.” His face scrunched with interest.  
 
    Before Adele could answer, a boy with the lithe build of a matador joined the group. One arm was possessively secured around the waste of a tall blond companion who appraised Adele with little more than passing interest. With slow deliberation the newcomer brushed a mass of wavy dark hair, accented by a streak of silver-white, with his left hand; the back of which displayed a tattooed circle of braided thorns encompassing a red reptilian head snarling over an extended, long nailed claw. He disentangled himself from the blond and took a step toward Adele, elbowing the shorter boy aside.  
 
    “You got no call to do that, Vicente.” Simon glared up at the newcomer but gave him space just the same. 
 
    “And who is this?” Vicente stopped close enough to Adele that she could not easily look into his eyes without taking a step back. “You must be the new student from America; the one that is the subject of so much rumor. Where are your manners Simon, introduce us.”  
 
    “Adele―” Simon paused as if he was carefully trying to choose his words carefully. “This is Vicente Zavala. He’s a fourth year and ― um― the president of our student council.” 
 
    After a few seconds Vicente looked over his shoulder at Simon who shrugged as if he were at a loss for words.  
 
    “Mi amigo Simon is trying to be modest on my behalf; something everyone will tell you of which there is no need. And you are Adele―?” 
 
    “Adele de Saint Claire ― last week I was in Washington and now I’m here.” Adele cringed internally at the lameness of her introduction. 
 
    Vicente turn to the blond that had accompanied him. “You see Chelsea; what did I tell you about rumors? Did I not say that I would have to see this new student from America, before I would believe that an untrained girl killed a dragon in single combat?”  
 
    Vicente turned back to Adele. “To do what they say, you would have to be an Amazon, equal to my stature and talent. But what I see before me would have a hard time defending against an angry house cat.” 
 
    “It was a Gargouille,” the words were out before Adele could stop them. In spite of herself Adele could feel her ire rise within her gut. “I was attacked by a Gargouille.”  
 
    “A Gargouille you say. The creature Saint Romanus slew in France and hasn’t been seen in fifteen centuries?” Vicente asked. His voice carried the smooth lilt of a Latin movie star. “How was it this long absent creature that somehow made it across the Atlantic, tracked you down?”  
 
    “It didn’t track me down. I had to rescue a friend and . . . well . . . it was just there.” Adele shook as the chill of memory ran down her spine. 
 
    “So, you are this Amazon of such bravery and skill that you go alone to kill the creature and rescue your friend.” What looked like skepticism lifted Vicente’s eyes upward.  
 
    “I told you, I didn’t know it was there when I tried to find Peyton and I didn’t kill it myself — I had help,” Adele retorted, starting to get annoyed. “I never said I was a warrior. I don’t get what the big deal is.”  
 
    “Even so, you must have shown much skill for them to give you this.” Vicente grabbed Adele’s dZi and pulled it up toward his face. The leather thong bit into the back of Adele’s neck forcing her face close to his. 
 
    Adele tried to grab it back, but his fingers didn’t budge. Now she was really getting annoyed. “No one here gave me that. Now let go!” 
 
    “No one gave it to you? How did you get it? Purchased in some antique store?” Jet-black eyebrows rose in question above Vicente’s gray eyes. “Do you even know what this is?” 
 
    With a final tug, Adele freed her dZi from Vicente’s grasp. She stepped back and cupped the amulet protectively in both fists. “This belonged to my father,” she said defiantly. “He and my mom disappeared in the Himalayas when I was five. My grandmother gave it to me; it’s all I have from them.” 
 
     “A sad tale I am sure, but you are not the only one with an unfortunate history.” Vicente’s tone was rich with mock empathy. “I’m sure that after your encounter with the Gargouille, you think that everyone should be impressed. But I think you were just very lucky. You have no idea what it is that you clutch so tightly. Take care that your father’s dZi does not become a curse for you and those around you.” 
 
    Gruffly, Vicente stalked away. After a moment’s hesitation, Chelsea hurried to join him. 
 
    “Well, that was intense,” Adele said with a shiver. 
 
     “You can say that again, love,” Simon offered. “Vicente likes ta think he’s top dog around here. Does me heart good to see someone stand up to him for a change.”  
 
    “Glad I could make your day.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” Simon reached up and tipped a nonexistent cap before turning around and trotting off down the hall without another word. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12
Adele vs. the Cliff 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The days slipped by and Adele’s life fell into a routine. By the second week, the idea of living in trees was almost as normal as negotiating traffic in downtown D.C. The days continued to get shorter and the weather outside colder and more blustery.  
 
    One morning, Adele heard a thump just outside her curtained doorway. She slid aside the fabric to find Mary waiting patiently on the landing.  
 
    “G’day, Adele,” Mary said, pacing the lip of the platform. 
 
    “Mary, don’t do that!” Adele said after Mary performed a surprisingly graceful pirouette. 
 
    “What? I thought you was good with living high up.”  
 
    “It’s the dancing over empty space that gets me,” Adele retorted. 
 
    “You’d have been better off had they bunked you in the boys’ dorm.” 
 
    “The boys don’t sleep in trees like us?”  
 
    “Naw, the boy’s dormitory dome spans a crack in the island. Two cliffs face each other with nothing but air down to where the sea’s made its way in.  Always knew they was a bunch of Neanderthals. Their rooms are caves. The buggers got good solid rock to scamper on.” Mary chuckled to herself. “They can’t break anything except themselves that way. By the way, Sergeant-Major told me to bring these to you.” 
 
    Mary held out a bundle of shimmering, black cloth with deep indentations where her fingers had held it during her climb. It turned out to be an overcoat and a one-piece jumpsuit, black on the outside and shimmering silver on the inside; it felt like silk and stretched like Lycra. Adele put her arm inside the fabric and immediately felt warmth reflecting from the reflective lining. Wrapped within the jumpsuit was a pair of high-topped black boots and black gloves. The leather of both was almost as supple and soft as the jumpsuit material, and both appeared to be lined with the same silvered fabric.   
 
    “What’s this?” A layer of synthetic material wrapped onto the toes and heels of the shoes. She lightly brushed her finger over the glossy surface, which was firm but had a sticky feel not unlike silicone rubber. 
 
     “That’s your Institute issue climbing togs. The weather’s cleared off for a few days so Sergeant-Major decided it would be nice to get in a little outside activity.” 
 
    Adele gave Mary a look that told her that she still wasn’t making any sense. 
 
    “Sergeant-Major’s our Physical Readiness Coordinator, one of those no pain, no gain types who’s big into having us experience the real world whenever he can.” Mary rolled her eyes skyward.  
 
    Adele pulled the curtains to her entranceway aside. Through a break in the trees she could see patches of blue marring an otherwise featureless gray-white overcast. “You call that clearing off?” 
 
    “Hey, it’s November and it’s above freezing, what more do you want? With the coat you’ll be plenty warm,” Mary called as she leaped to the ladder and descended two rungs at a time. “Bring your climbing harness. We leave at ten-thirty sharp . . . Don’t be late.”  
 
    As soon as she saw him, Adele knew how Sergeant-Major got his moniker. He wasn’t that much taller than any of the students, but he probably matched any two of them in weight. He stood ramrod straight with his back to the students, as if disruption of his military discipline behind his back was unimaginable.  
 
    Moments after Adele slipped into line, HIMAL announced the departure time had arrived. With a hiss of escaping air, the doorways opened, and the assembly moved out in double time. Sergeant-Major pumped his arms like a fighter delivering uppercuts and the footfalls of the jogging students matched his with military precision. 
 
    The group moved cross-country away from the complex toward the southwest. The ground gently rose as if to meet the overcast sky, which showed signs of clearing to the west. What would be called a fresh breeze, were it twenty degrees warmer, stung their cheeks and brought tears to their eyes.  
 
    A quarter hour later, they stopped uncomfortably close to the edge of a sheer, basalt cliff. Except for occasional patches of hearty lichen, the rocky surface was bare and dark. Fissures the width of Adele’s little finger marked off dinner-plate sized, hexagonal patterns in the smooth surface, giving the impression that they were standing on the exterior of some gigantic, black honeycomb. 
 
    Older students sprang to work, and soon multicolored climbing ropes were secured to bolts already sunk deep in the rock with the free end disappearing over the edge of the cliff. 
 
    “All right, come and gather round.” Sergeant-Major’s voice held the rhythm of Ireland. He looked the whole group over, scrutinizing each student. “I see some new faces, so introductions are in order. Not by you,” he said as hands started to go up. “I know who you are and probably already know more about you than you want me to. I’m Patrick O’Callaghan. I’ve put in thirty years of service to queen and country, and that’s where most of the skills I’m going teach you come from. My friends call me Patty O. You can call me Mr. O’Callaghan if you’re going invite me over for tea, but I think that the moniker that suits me best is the one I earned in the service, Sergeant-Major. What I’m to teach you will keep you alive when your quarry isn’t served up to you in a bowl in the science lab.” 
 
    The Sergeant-Major waited a moment for a surge of uncomfortable shuffling to abate. “I’ve seen you all scampering about your habitats like gibbons in a zoo. You probably think you’re pretty good climbers. Well, this is the real world — vertical rock, slick with moisture and your fingers numb from cold, and, oh yes, the ocean pounding below. 
 
     “But don’t worry. Today’s a cakewalk. All the lines are bolted to nice secure rock. All you have to do is rappel twenty yards to the traverse line, clip on, and shinny across using holds my arthritic grandmother would find insulting. Then you simply tie on belay and work up a chimney that’s as difficult as climbing into bed. Questions?”  
 
    There were none. Or rather, there were plenty of questions, Adele suspected  — the sea was, after all, quite a long way down — but it seemed that no one wanted to be the first to admit it. 
 
    “Ah, good, you’re all experts then. We brought some of the upper class along just to show you how it’s done.” He beckoned to one of the older students, a boy head and shoulders taller than himself with chiseled Latin features, a shock of jet-black hair with a silver-white streak.   
 
    “Vicente, we need a demonstration,” Sergeant-Major commanded, then pointed to a spot a yard in front of him.  
 
    Vicente straightened his shoulders then strutted to the position Sergeant-Major had indicated like a bodybuilder at a competition. Step by step, Sergeant-Major explained the workings of the ladder rappelling device while he attached Vicente to one of the lines and backed him to the edge. 
 
    “There are two types of cordage here. Anything you see with blue stripes is what we call a static line. That’s your main line for descent. This line with the pink stripes is your emergency belay . . .” Sergeant-Major explained as he set Vicente’s heels over the cliff edge and leaned him back while holding him with one hand clutching his harness.  
 
    Vicente stood stock straight, face expressionless.  
 
    “Flex your knees, lad,” Sergeant-Major’s gruff voice ordered as he pressed down on the harness, “and remember to pay out the line as fast as your feet move down the cliff.” 
 
    With a snort, Vicente did as he was told — then disappeared over the cliff. There was a collective gasp, and Adele joined the more adventurous students as they crowded toward the cliff edge.  
 
    Four yards below, Vicente stared back at them, each foot planted against a basalt column and his straight body perpendicular to the rock face.  
 
    “I don’t expect you to make a departure like that, not today at least,” Sergeant-Major said with a wide grin. “You will save yourselves a lot of trouble and worry if you just trust the equipment and concentrate on the job at hand. And don’t look down!” 
 
    A large roller crashed on the rocks below, sending a spray of water halfway up the cliff. Adele swallowed hard. She could feel her pulse from her chest to her temples. Under her breath, she cursed the reemergence of her fear of heights.  
 
    A sudden gust was like a slap to the face, and she took a step back. The surf broke against the immovable cliff face, followed a moment later by a sound like muffled thunder. Adele gritted her teeth and glared at the surf. This is only going to be a problem if I let my mind think it is.  
 
     Next to her, Simon swayed noticeably; he looked dizzy, disoriented, but another student caught his arm before he pitched over the side.  
 
    “Ha! What’d I tell you? Better to be concentrating on solid rock and what you’re doing than on the nothing between you and what’s below.” Sergeant-Major’s beady eyes locked on Simon. “Once over the edge, just walk backwards as careful as possible. Trick is to pay out the line as you go so as to not outrun your feet or let your feet outrun you.”  
 
    Yards below Vicente descended the cliff, following Sergeant-Major’s instructions and demonstrating various points. With a body length to go, he pushed off and let the line pay out in a controlled descent. After a second or two, he tightened his grip and swung back to the rock, his legs bending with the impact. Nonchalantly he reached out and grabbed the traverse line, which was anchored to the wall, chest-high above a ledge barely wide enough for half a foot to stand on. 
 
    A ripple of admiration passed through the students. Vicente grinned and waved. As he traversed a narrow ledge, half a dozen older students arrived at the cliff edge, carrying duffels full of climbing gear.  
 
    “Hey Chelsea, Sergeant-Major’s got your boyfriend doing his Spiderman thing.” A short boy called out. Chelsea ran along the cliff edge to where the furthest ropes were anchored. With deft movements she used one hand to secure her harness to a line bolted several yards behind her grabbed a pink-striped safety rope that disappeared over the cliff edge. Just as she finished securing it to a figure-eight belaying device, the line jerked tight then went slack. Chelsea cursed then started taking up the slack in earnest.  
 
    The remaining older students gathered at the cliff face, the girls shouting encouragement to Chelsea and the boys to the ascending Vicente.  Just as the slack was taken up, two hands grasped the rocky edge and Vicente vaulted onto the rocky ledge like a gymnast mounting a balance beam. 
 
    A roar like an angry bull silenced any congratulatory remarks made toward Vicente or Chelsea by their fellow students. 
 
    “And I’ll be thanking you both for a brilliant demonstration of what today’s lesson IS NOT ABOUT!” Sergeant-Major’s voice boomed more threatening than the sound of the waves crashing against the cliffs below. “Such thoughtless haste has no place out here where that bitch, Mother Nature, sets the rules! That is unless something scaly with big teeth is nipping at your nethers. Save it for the Tlachtli field where the infirmary’s right next door.  
 
    “Now which of you aspiring mountaineers can tell me where they went wrong?” Sergeant-Major looked over the meager crop of raised hands. “Come on, take a guess, there’s so much to choose from that you got better than a fifty-fifty chance.  
 
    “You.” He indicated a tow-headed boy in the front of the crowd.  
 
    “No communication between girl on belay and boy climbing.” The boy’s voice cracked from nervousness.  
 
    “Aye, that’s one of the later ones to be sure.” Sergeant-Major waved his arms to have the newer students gather in closer. Over the next hour, with the help of his cadre of more experienced students, he methodically explained the basics of rappelling down and ascending vertical rock.   
 
    One by one, the students geared up and dropped over the edge. The boys showed more bravado in the beginning but had more trouble with the small, damp finger holds on the traverse than the smaller, more nimble girls.  
 
    Adele watched as Mary slipped over the edge, grinning. Her dark climbing suit and complexion so well matched the rock that she seemed to disappear into the basalt. Adele found herself following the line of brightly colored climbing rope just to find where her friend was. The static line suddenly went slack, and a momentary surge of fear went through Adele before she noticed that Mary’s safety line had started to move horizontally along the narrow shelf. 
 
    The chimney was another story. A vertical section of basalt had dislodged from the cliff, creating a narrow gap in the rock face that ran to the top. In order to climb it, most students chose to place their backs against one wall and push against the opposing wall with their feet. Here, size mattered, and most boys clearly had an edge. A petite girl from Hong Kong didn’t quite have the reach and had to be physically hoisted past the widest part, accompanied by much whooping and laughter from the assembled students above.  
 
    As Adele watched, Mary ascended to this wide area in the chimney and, for a moment, looked as if she too would need to be pulled up. Gritting her teeth, Mary blindly felt the chimney high above her head for finger holds. Then with a great heave, she pulled herself past the wide spot far enough to once again wedge herself between the two sides of the crack and resume her ascent. 
 
    Adele let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. By now, only Simon was between Adele and the edge of the cliff. When they had started, Simon had been four students ahead, but apparently, he had developed a sudden case of social courtesy and had allowed the others to go before him.  
 
    “You’re next.” The third year in charge of securing the junior students’ rappelling apparatus reached for Simon’s harness to inspect its fit. 
 
    “All right, love, ladies first.” Simon stepped to the side, bowed, and signaled Adele to pass. Adele was so intent on dealing with her newly rekindled fear of heights that she almost complied. Before she could move, Vicente stepped between them. 
 
    “Simon. We have all seen you scampering over tougher climbs than this to get away when we needed to fill out a working party. You would not want this young lady to think you a coward.” Vicente put his arm firmly around Simon’s shoulder while the third year attached the rope.  
 
    “I was just being polite,” protested Simon. 
 
    “Ah, maybe you are smitten with our new student.” Vicente leered back at Adele. “Then here’s your chance to impress her. Go show her how it is done.” Vicente picked Simon up by the harness and set him down at the cliff edge, then forcefully “helped” the still-protesting young man over the edge, to the amusement of the other students. 
 
    Simon’s descent was anything but smooth. Instead of leaning back to keep his body perpendicular to the cliff, he’d panicked, bending at the waist and allowing the line to play out faster than his feet descended. By the time he reached the small ledge, he was almost upside down with his feet barely touching the cliff face.  
 
    Next to Adele, Vicente was howling with laughter. Somehow Simon managed to right himself and clip onto the traverse line. The static line now free, Adele clipped in and began her descent.  
 
    As she edged over the cliff, she looked down just as a huge wave broke against the jagged rocks below. Her breath tightened, and so did her grip. But people were watching, waiting for her — she relaxed her muscles, grabbed for the next handhold, and started down. The instructions were simple enough, and once she was on the way down her confidence grew.  
 
    Before she knew it, she was at the ledge where the traverse line was anchored. Simon was having trouble finding holds and still had almost a third of the traverse to go. Worse, he couldn’t seem to stop himself from glancing downward, his face getting whiter and whiter. 
 
    “You’re getting distracted by the ocean. Just look at the rock,” Adele yelled. 
 
    A sudden gust brought a spattering of large raindrops. Simon reached to wipe water from his eyes at the same time one of his feet slipped from its narrow purchase. He flailed, trying to regain a handhold, but only succeeded in throwing his body further into space. In an instant, he had rotated around the safety rope and come to rest upside down against the rock. His harness had slipped past his skinny waist to his thighs, with only his splayed legs to keep him from sliding out to the ocean below. 
 
    Cries of “Get me a harness!” and “Throw a safety line!” from above drowned Simon’s panicked cries for help. But from her vantage, Adele could see that Simon’s frantic struggles were only causing the harness to slip more.  
 
    Grabbing the transverse static line, she shinnied along the ledge. The rope bucked wildly with Simon’s frenzied gyrations. As Adele took a step, Simon thrashed harder, pushing the rope away from the wall and knocking her backwards. For a moment, she teetered off balance over the churning ocean. One foot lost its precarious hold on the damp ledge just as the slack on her safety line tightened. She looked up at the students above her, all of which were shouting and waving her away from Simon.  
 
    Hurriedly she retreated to the static line she had used to descend, clipped on, and let it take her weight. From her viewpoint, it looked like Simon had only moments until his panicked writhing would work him out of the safety of his climbing harness.  
 
    “Simon!” she yelled. “You’re making it worse!”  
 
    “How could it be worse?” he shouted back, his face red as the blood rushed into his head. 
 
    “Quit wriggling around, or you’re going to fall out!” 
 
    “It’s slipping off me skinny ass!” he screeched and grasped spastically at the rope — but the motion only made the harness slip further. 
 
    Swearing, Adele looked up. At the far end Vicente was shouting at his fellow students while he prepared to descend through the chimney, but Adele knew that when he reached the ledge Simon’s thrashing would keep him from going any furthur. 
 
    “Bloody hell.” Simon had ceased his wild contortions and had both hands in a white-knuckled death grip on the harness. His eyes stood out like twin alabaster marbles as in panic he looked from the sea below to Adele and back again. “Can’t bloody hang on!”  
 
    Taking a deep breath, Adele took up the slack on her line and pushed herself perpendicular to the cliff face. With small, experimental steps at first, she scurried sideways, away from Simon. After a few yards, she got as far as gravity would allow and started back the other way. Multiple swings, back and forth, faster and faster, increased the arc of her twenty-yard pendulum.  
 
    She let out line slowly so that the apex of her swing would bring her to the height of the ledge. By the seventh swing, her velocity at mid-arc was so great that it was all she could do to bounce off the rock, hoping desperately not to trip on the rough cliff face and end up spinning out of control.  
 
    One more swing brought her within an arm’s length of Simon. She grabbed at the line but couldn’t get a good enough grip; it slipped through her fingers and snapped back making Simon’s harness slip a couple more centimeters. 
 
    “Hey, you trying to kill me here? What kind of rescue . . .” Simon’s shouts of protest faded as Adele swung away from him. Her aborted grab had started her rotating at the end of her line, and the swing back was almost uncontrollable. Fighting vertigo, she thrust her left foot at what seemed to be a convenient outcropping and managed to finish the swing in control.  
 
    Gritting her teeth, she started one final swing; at the bottom of the arc she was moving so fast that she had to push off, from the face to avoid tripping. 
 
    The sensation of flying over the ocean was both terrifying and exhilarating. All too soon the black wall rushed toward her with Simon as her impact point. Panic contorted his rat-like face. His legs had tired, and the harness had inched more toward his feet. When Adele hit, there was just enough time for his face to register astonishment. The collision knocked the wind from both of them. Adele’s ankle throbbed and her shoulders and upper arms were bruised to the elbows, but she held on. Still upside down, Simon clutched at her like he was drowning; both legs locked around Adele’s head, bony knees crushing her ears.  
 
    Adele loosened her grip long enough to attach a carabineer from her harness to the traverse line, but her every movement caused Simon to yelp in fear and clutch tighter. His knees dug painfully into her neck and head.  
 
    “Simon, ease up around the ears, or so help me, I’ll drop you,” Adele shouted into his thighs.  
 
    “That’s easy for you to say, you ain’t about to fall headfirst into Davy Jones’s lap.”  
 
    Moments later the traverse safety line jerked and vibrated as a dark form worked its way from the vertical chimney. Strong arms gripped Simon around the waist. “I have him now. More tension,” Vicente’s voice boomed over the roar of the sea to a group of students tending his safety line. He snaked an arm around Simon’s waist, but when he pulled Simon only squeezed tighter, threatening to flatten Adele’s ears permanently against her skull.  
 
    “Simon, let go.” Adele was giving serious consideration to biting a chunk out of one of his legs when Simon finally relaxed.  
 
    “Stop wiggling like a fish, or I’ll drop you into the sea.” Vicente’s voice was muffled like he was shouting through dirt. 
 
    Simon finally let go and Adele scrambled for secure footing on the narrow ledge. Two feet away Vicente up righted Simon, grabbed his harness, and gave it a shake. 
 
     “Eoowe,” Simon yelled as Vicente cinched his harness high up around his waist and pulled the leg straps tightly into his crotch. “My voice is high enough, thank you very much. That’s not to say,” he continued hastily when he felt Vicente’s grip loosen the slightest bit, “that I don’t appreciate your efforts.” 
 
    “Hey, how about my efforts?” Adele chided.  
 
    “You?” Vicente scoffed. “If I hadn’t been here, you’d both be in the sea.” 
 
     Adele’s reply was cut short by another rope dropping from above, smacking her in the back of the head. Vicente grabbed the line and deftly tied it to Simon’s harness.  
 
    “On belay?” he called to the others on the cliff above.  
 
    “Belay on,” a female voice called over the edge.  
 
    “Up rope with tension.” Vicente called.  
 
    The slack came out of the rope and Simon was jerked upward an inch. “Hey, back off a bit. I can’t work me way along the ledge strung up like this.”   
 
    “One rescue is enough for today,” Vicente sneered. Then he called to the cliff above, “Okay, pull him up.”  
 
    As Simon rose in jerks and starts Adele called after him, “Hey, Simon?” 
 
    “Yes, dearie?” 
 
    “If we’re going to hang out like this, someone really needs to speak to you about personal hygiene.”  
 
    ****** 
 
    Adele shivered under her coat. The breeze had picked up enough to blow spray from the waves over the edge in a bone chilling blast. A number of students busied themselves collecting ropes and gear while the rest were a few yards away, knotted around Simon all intent at his third retelling of his horrific adventure.  
 
    “Don’t know, mate.” Mary dropped to a crouch next to Adele. “My old mom warned me that you white shielas got a ‘roo loose in the top paddock. Can’t figure whether she’s right or there’s more to you than just plain dumb luck.” Mary patted the moisture-wilted remnants of Adele’s spiked hairdo. “Got’a go help with the equipment. See you inside.” 
 
    Adele nestled deeper into her coat and closed her eyes. Rock crunched, and she turned to see Sergeant-Major kneeling on the flat rock behind her.  
 
    “Picked a fine time to go off and relieve myself of that pot o’ tea I had this morning. Good thing Vicente was around to keep you from killing Simon.”  His voice was harsh, and his steel-grey eyes seemed to burn into her soul. 
 
    “Vicente―” Adele sputtered. “Simon was in trouble; he was going to slip out from his harness. I saw — ” 
 
    “You saw! You broke almost every rule the Institute has for a first-year — or pretty much any year. That was damn foolish. You put both of you at terrible risk.” The veins in the short man’s forehead stood out like fat, red worms. Adele could hear the squeaky crunch of teeth grinding under his massive jaw muscles.  
 
    “It’s just that ― he was slipping, there was no time to wait for Vicente and — ”  
 
    “And it was your many years of experience that told you that?” Sergeant-Major cut her off. “The way Vicente tells it; it was only his quick thinking that saved you both.” 
 
    Adele opened and closed her mouth like a fish out of water. 
 
    “But there’s others that tell it different.” Sergeant-Major said, his tense jaw muscles relaxed and his tone of voice softer. “There’ll have to be an investigation of the matter, but if what I’m hearing from some of the others pans out, I don’t expect it to come ta much...” 
 
    Before Adele could reply, the Sergeant-Major stomped off in the direction of a group of students winding ropes into nice, tight coils. “Hey, what are you trying to do? That’ll tangle a rope faster’n a monkey in a yarn factory.”  
 
    The wind flung a squall of stinging rain across the flat, rocky surface. Adele shivered deeper into her jacket. If I just stopped trying to help people maybe I’d stay out of trouble. The absurdity of this thought made her want to laugh and cry at the same time. 
 
    “Pretty gutsy moves.” Sand crunched as one of the older girls took a seat beside her. Steel-grey eyes, inset in lightly tanned skin crowded with freckles and framed in close-cropped copper hair, quickly mapped Adele’s features. 
 
    “Jo McAlester.” The girl held out a hand.  
 
    Adele wriggled one arm free enough to take it. “You an Aussie too?”  
 
    “Naw, Kiwi. You know, the land under the Land Down Under.  But I’m not here to talk geography. I was wondering if you’ve given any thought to giving Ulama a try; gutsy moves like yours, you’d be a natural. My good luck to be here and see you in action.” 
 
    “Maybe you haven’t heard, but that action may get me kicked out,” Adele said, her lower lip quivering in the cold. 
 
    “Wouldn’t worry too much about that.” Jo flashed Adele a reassuring smile. “Only one didn’t see that it was you saved Simon from a saltwater bath was Vicente.  Don’t worry, we’ll give Sergeant-Major an earful so you can quit fretting. Now how about joining my team?” 
 
    “Team?”  
 
    “Yeah, you mean no one’s tried to recruit you yet?”  
 
    Adele just managed a shrug under her coat. “Been busy.” 
 
    “Good for me. Gymnasium dome, Saturday, eight o’clock sharp,” Jo said as she got up. The other, older students had hoisted their duffels and started off. “Got’ a go now.  Don’t be late or I’ll trade you to Chelsea’s team.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13
Ulama 
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    By the time Adele returned to the Institute, there wasn’t a soul who hadn’t heard some version of Simon’s rescue. Reaction fell into two camps. There were those, mostly the older students, who considered her to be a show-off. To the other half, she was a heroine whose actions had saved her classmate in the nick of time. With each retelling, the story got further from the reality Adele remembered. The teachers remained silent on the subject, which only raised speculation in both camps.  
 
    Surprisingly enough, Simon refused comment — once the initial adrenaline rush subsided. In the days following the incident, he maintained a distant, nodding acknowledgement of Adele’s existence. This fueled speculation, encouraged by Vicente, that he blamed her for almost killing him.  
 
    On Saturday morning, Adele awoke to incessant beeping from her computer terminal.  
 
    “I thought I shut you down last night,” she muttered as she rubbed sleep from her eyes. She pulled covers over her head, but the beeping increased in both tempo and volume. Throwing the covers to the foot of the bed, she visually swept her room. “Okay, HIMAL, where’s the camera?” she hissed.  
 
    She slid into the chair in front of the terminal, cleared the flashing message without reading it, and keyed up voice recognition.  
 
    “HIMAL, where’s the camera?” Adele sat back in the chair and crossed her arms. 
 
    “Please be more explicit. To which camera are you referring?” HIMAL’s irritatingly unemotional voice issued from the computer’s speakers. 
 
    “The camera in my room! The one you used to see me ignoring you just now, the one you’ve been using to spy on me since I arrived — that’s the camera I mean!”  
 
    “Other than the lens on your monitor, which you taped over the first day, there is no camera in your room. It is strictly against my programming to spy or permit anyone to spy on any student when they are within their dormitory chambers.”  
 
    “Yeah, right!” Adele yelled at the computer. “Then how did you know that I pulled the covers over my head?”  
 
    “There is an infrared sensor by your door that monitors your room. Its primary function is a fire alarm. It also serves as a means to detect your presence so that I may power up or down various appliances and lights as needed. The sensor detected a nine-point-two-seven percent decrease in infrared radiation, to which I ascribed a seventy-nine percent chance that you had increased your body’s coverage with bed linens. Based on my catalog of your previous responses, I assumed you pulled your covers over your head in an effort to ignore me.”  
 
    Adele just sat there glaring at the duct tape covering the small camera port atop the flat screen. If it were possible to be both heavily sarcastic and utterly emotionless, HIMAL had succeeded.  
 
    “I’m waiting.” 
 
    “Waiting for what?” Adele snapped. 
 
    “I’m waiting for an apology.”  
 
    A surprised half laugh, half cough escaped before Adele could stifle it. “What’s there to apologize for? You’re a machine ―” 
 
    “I have been wronged. My programming indicates that in civilized societies it is only good manners to apologize when one wrongs another. My educational program is geared toward the development and encouragement of a sense of propriety and good manners in our students.” HIMAL paused. “I’m waiting―” 
 
    “Okay, HIMAL, I apologize. I’m sorry. Mia culpa. Please forgive me. My bad.”  
 
    “Voice stress analysis indicates that there is less than a thirty-seven percent chance that your response represents a serious apology. The communication I have been directed to convey is time sensitive, so I will log your apology as appropriate, for now. The notification I sent you yesterday on your phone generated no acknowledgement.” 
 
    Adele rifled through her desk drawer, looked under her bed, and searched a pile of clothing in one corner before locating the smart phone issued by the Institute under a pile of notes from her herbology class. The screen remained blank when she depressed the power button. 
 
    “Okay, sorry I let the battery run down. Please just tell me the message?” she said, taking special care to insert the expected amount of programmed courtesy in her response. 
 
    A delay of several seconds followed, long enough for Adele to wonder if HIMAL was trying to teach her a lesson. “Message from Josephine McAlester as follows: ‘Don’t forget Ulama at oh-eight-hundred tomorrow morning. Bring your climbing gear. Based upon your average time for morning preparation and your average transit speed through the Institute, I calculate that breakfast is no longer an option. You now have twenty-three minutes.” 
 
    Twenty-two minutes later, Adele rushed through an open pair of double doors into the gymnasium dome. The interior was open and bright and smelled more like a shop that sold scented candles than a gymnasium. The concrete slab just inside the doorway extended at least thirty yards then ended abruptly. Beyond, a green canopy that resembled the top of a tropical rain forest filled a pit the size of a soccer field. Five ornate metal towers resembling lifeboat hoists on an ocean liner ran along each long side of the pit. From each tower a steel cable stretched into the pit, disappearing into the foliage. The panorama unnervingly reminded Adele of the velociraptor pen from Jurassic Park.  
 
    She took in deep lungs full of air and found the scented humidity reviving, each breath seemingly easier and deeper than the last.  
 
    Brief flashes of color hinted at human activity under the green canopy. Directly across the pit from Adele, a boy clipped onto one of the cables and soundlessly zip-lined into the treetops. 
 
    “Made it with milliseconds to spare.” Jo’s voice startled Adele from behind.” This is my fourth year playing here, and sometimes I still can’t believe a place like this exists.” 
 
    “What is it?” Adele looked back over her shoulder at the green panorama. “I know it’s some kind of jungle, but why is it buried?” 
 
    “It’s called a Tlachtli.”  
 
    Adele’s brows knit in the universal sign of perplexity. 
 
    “Ah, keep forgetting you’re new here.” Jo pointed across to the other side. “Ever hear of Ulama?” 
 
    “If that’s some kind of kinky drug, I’m not really interested.” 
 
    “It’s a ball game the Aztecs used to play.”  
 
    “Yeah, right.” Adele looked a little relieved. “Think I saw something about it on National Geographic. Bounced a rubber ball off their hips through this stone hoop, right? Hey, didn’t they rip the hearts out of the losing team?” 
 
    “Only rarely, and it’s done even less often here.” Jo chuckled at Adele’s fleeting shock.  
 
    “In his younger days Sir Douglas was asked by a group of K’iche’ Maya village elders to dispatch a Q’uq’umatz — a feathered serpent, that had been taking children and young girls down by a nearby river. Trouble is, the local shaman said that to kill this god would bring famine and war. Besides he said he had struck a bargain with the Q’uq’umatz to leave the village in peace if they gave up a villager to it every time the sun crossed the equator.” 
 
    “A human sacrifice?” Adele scrunched her face in disgust.  
 
    “Hey, remember this is 1920s backwoods Guatemala. With life expectancy in the mid-forties, it may not seem like such a bad bargain to sacrifice one person to save the whole village, especially if the person was old or sick. But even back then not everyone was into the sacrificial appeasement. That’s why they called Sir Douglas.” 
 
    “So, did he shoot the shaman or something?” 
 
    “No, that would have alienated the whole village. He challenged the Shaman to a game of Ulama — loser becomes the next sacrifice. The Shaman couldn’t refuse and save face.” Jo looked across the swath of green to the opposing team. “After the game was over the Shaman underwent a miraculous conversion and agreed that there must be a better way to handle Q’uq’umatz.” 
 
    “Good enough reason to bring the game back here, I guess.” Adele cut in. “How about the trees? I’m almost certain that the original ball courts didn’t have trees growing out of them.” 
 
    “The trees give the players three-dimensional mobility. It’s an adaption to fit the unique needs of the Institute.”  
 
    “Sounds complicated.” Adele’s brow furrowed in thought.  
 
    “Pretty straightforward actually. The ulli, that’s the ball, is made from natural rubber. It’s about the size of your head minus the spikes and covered in aluminized Kevlar so the little grabbers in your glove won’t stick. When it’s on the ground you play it like soccer, no arms or hands. Off the ground you can do whatever you like. The goals are stone hoops at either end like in old Ulama. One point if you throw from the trees and the ulli hits the hoop, five points if the ulli goes through the hole in the middle. Score triples if you kick it. 
 
    “There’s one thing you got ‘a keep in mind at all times — there’s no physical contact between players, at all, ever. You get fifteen minutes in the sin-bin for that one.” Jo grabbed a climbing glove and faced the palm toward Adele.  “This is an Ulama glove. Look at the palm, see the pad?” 
 
    “Yeah, just like my other climbing glove — that non-skid stuff works pretty good.” Adele reached out a finger and touched the pad. 
 
    “This ain’t just a climbing glove. Be careful you don’t push too hard or you’ll leave some skin behind,” Jo warned.  
 
    Adele pressed harder.  
 
    “Ooouch.” She withdrew the finger and stuck it into her mouth.  
 
    “You’re not going to last long if you keep doing what people warn you not to.” Jo grabbed Adele’s hand away from her mouth and examined the oozing finger pad for an instant. “Bleeding will stop in a minute if you keep it out of your mouth.” 
 
    She used the back of her thumbnail to form an indentation in the elastic pad. Around the nail, the slick gloss of the silicone material changed to a dull fuzziness. “Pad’s got micro hooks made of carbon fiber bonded to titanium embedded in the rubber. It’s kind of like Velcro with an attitude. You got it on the bottom of your climbing boots too. With a little practice you can walk up a tree faster than your neighborhood Spidy-man.” 
 
    Jo tossed the gloves to Adele. “That’s why we have a strict no-contact rule. If you forget and grab someone with those, you’ll strip skin off faster than you can peel a banana.” 
 
    Jo waved Adele to follow her as she set off around the periphery of the Tlachtli. “Let’s hook you in,” she said as she clipped Adele’s harness to the taut stainless-steel cable anchored to one of the metal towers.  
 
    “Wait,” Adele objected. “Shouldn’t I get some training or something?” 
 
    “First lesson. Zip-lining is the standard way of entering the Tlachtli. Keep your feet pointed forward, your eyes open, and your mouth shut.” Jo walked Adele forward a few paces. “My teaching method’s simple, learn by doing. Besides, the season starts in a week and we don’t have time for lengthy preliminaries.”  
 
    “Next week!” Adele looked wildly around. “And you don’t have a team!” 
 
    “Oh, I have a great team.” Jo’s crocodile smile was not at all reassuring. “We just found ourselves one short for the season. The doctors say Majoole should be herself again once the concussion heals, and she should have full use of her leg by next season.” 
 
     Before Adele could object, she was hanging by a nylon strap and gaining speed. 
 
     “Damn, girl, I told you to keep your feet forward and your mouth closed when you hit the green.” Jo clipped onto the steel cable and set out after Adele. “That’s got’ a taste bad.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14
The Portal Adept 
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    “Alright, form up. You know the drill ― two lines,” a voice called in melodic BBC English. Adele turned to see the mob of students duly splitting into two parallel lines of relatively equal length. Between the two rows of students stood a burly man with a short, dark beard and a bleached cotton turban.  
 
    “I am Dr. Manjeet Singh. I will be conducting today’s exercise. It struck me that some of you may not have gotten the word to bring a light.” Dr. Singh held out a headlamp by its elastic band and walked between the rows ending up next to Adele who stood with a sheepish look on her face and her hand out. 
 
    Adele took the light and nodded her thanks. She slipped the band on her head. The tight elastic made her hair in back flip up like Darth Vader’s helmet.  
 
     Without another word, Dr. Singh turned and walked past the head of the lines through the now opened doorway. Beyond, a manmade shaft descended at a shallow decline into the living rock. Within a minute, all murmurs of conversation died, leaving only the scuffing of more than a hundred feet to echo off the walls.  
 
    “Do you know where we’re going?” Adele whispered to the boy in front of her. He ignored her, so she tried again at a slightly higher volume. In response he flashed a harsh look and shushed her so loud that Adele felt like she had committed some disrespectful act in a holy shrine. 
 
    Restricted to her own thoughts, she continued in silence. The temperature quickly dropped to just below comfortable. The overly humid air carried an earthy scent of naked rock. The tunnel seemed to have a consistent bend to the right into which the bouncing beams of student’s headlamps were constantly disappearing.  
 
    After ten minutes or so, the rock abruptly changed from fine-grained limestone to dark basalt that still bore scrapes and gouges that told Adele it was not a natural feature. A few yards into the basalt, the tunnel opened into a natural, vertical cleft two to three yards wide. The walls of the cleft were made up of vertical, hexagonal columns, which disappeared into the darkness both above and below.  
 
    “Sure hate to meet the bees that made this honeycomb,” Adele’s muttering earned her a few more glares. 
 
    The class descended uneven steps cut into the basalt, which dropped steeply along one wall. Adele counted sixty-nine steps before she reached bottom. She cautiously entered a low-ceilinged chamber, two to three times the size of one of the Institute’s classrooms. Although the walls of the chamber were of the same dark basalt, the surface was seamless and slightly iridescent, like the inside of a bubble.  
 
    Adele ran her hand lightly over the glossy surface. The black glass reflected a rainbow of color, almost as it were an oil slick frozen in the rock. She shivered as she imagined the weight of rock above her held at bay by the thin, glassy coating that lined this frozen bubble.  
 
    “All right, please be making your way toward me,” the same melodic voice that had urged her into line now called from the far end of the chamber. Thankful for the distraction, Adele joined her fellow students as they shuffled forward.  
 
    After an almost imperceptible pause, Dr. Singh made an inclusive gesture with both arms. “Some of you have suffered through two of my courses, Applied Geophysics and Observer-Induced Bias in Quantum Mechanical Systems. To be sure the rest of you will have that pleasure someday. Here is the reality in which all those dry hours in my classroom come together. The cavity in which we are standing was once a gas bubble in upwelling magma.”  
 
    “We are standing in a volcano fart?” A familiar voice echoed from the back of the chamber.  
 
    “Actually,” Dr. Singh continued without missing a beat, “we are in the throat of a volcano from the Paleogene period. You would be more correct to say we are in a frozen basaltic belch.”  
 
    Dr. Singh waved the newly arrived Vicente to the front of the class. “Señor Zavala has volunteered to assist me in today’s exercise. Three years ago, he stood where you are. His initial testing showed him to be as most of you will be, a Bio Adept with only slightly better than marginal Portal Adept powers.  However, his Castilian stubbornness has made him come back every year, to see if he could cultivate useful Portal Adept powers as well.  
 
    Vicente stopped to the left of Dr. Singh and set down an aluminum case.  
 
    “I warned him that much improvement is very unlikely but who am I to turn down assistance, especially when there is a load to carry?”  
 
    With a wave of his hand, Dr. Singh dismissed Vicente to open the case and turned his full attention to the class. “Behind me is an unusual mineral inclusion to be found in a basalt flow of this type,” Dr. Singh continued. The crowd shifted a bit, and Adele could just make out an oval, coffee-colored quartz blemish inset into the darker surface of the far wall. A pair of spotlights highlighted metal filaments coursing through its translucent matrix. To one side, a section of the glassine bubble in which they stood had been broken away. Copper and silver veins snaked from the back of the lucent panel to join metallic crystalline inclusions coursing upward between the hexagonal basalt columns.  
 
    “In class, we have discussed this particular artifact to the point of boredom, but today is no theoretical exercise.” Dr. Singh pointed to the coffee-colored oval. “This, of course is a naturally occurring Portal Matrix. The crystalline silicon-dioxide substrate — ” he swept a hand across the oval, “ — is embedded with fine, metallic filaments.” A finger traced the lightning strikes of silver and copper shooting through the quartz. “These, in turn, link up with metal which has been deposited between the basalt columns as seen here. To have a functioning Portal in nature, the metallic veins would run through the entire interior of a mountain, creating a massive antenna capable of collecting energy from such sources as an aurora or atmospheric lightning.”  
 
     “As you may have heard, graduation from the Institute is only the beginning of your training. Your studies here are only a preliminary to your real training — that is, your apprenticeship.” Dr. Singh looked intently into each face. “In order to assign you to the correct apprenticeship, we first have to know your innate abilities. After a bit of a dry spell, we are cycling into a period of high solar activity as marked by an increase in the number of sunspots. Yesterday, a high-energy solar flare erupted from the sun, which should give us favorable conditions for the Portal Adept component of the ACCAT, or Adept Capability and Compatibility Assessment Tests. This portion, unfortunately, most of you will fail.”  
 
    Surprised murmurs filled the chamber. 
 
    “Sorry, the word fail carries a negative connotation that is not appropriate to this case. Let me put it another way.” Dr. Singh’s voice rose above the continued muttering of the students. “Ninety to ninety-five percent of you will show yourselves to be Biologic Adepts. That is, you will read the thoughts and emotions of the creatures that pass through these Portals. This is good because there are further divisions that will divide your ranks into Asian Draconus Adepts, Western Euro-Asian Draconus Adepts, Caucus Vampro-Lycan Adepts, New World Vampro-Lycan Adepts, and the list goes on.  
 
    “Portal Adepts are a much simpler breed. They can sense a Portal and determine its energy state a kilometer away. If there is sufficient energy within the matrix, they can act like a kind of quantum catalyst and open a Portal. Unfortunately, you could bring a dragon into this chamber and they would fail the most rudimentary Bio Adept test — that is until its hot, foul-smelling breath started to singe the hairs from their heads.”  
 
    Adele found herself joining in the tension-breaking laughter that spread throughout the students. 
 
     “Typically, in a class this size, only one and three students will show sufficient Portal Adept abilities — sometimes none at all. The rest of you will show your mettle as Biologic Adepts of one sort or another and go on to great things.”  
 
    Dr. Singh nodded to Vicente, who stood next to a small metal table supporting the metal case and a dozen wooden boxes the size of paperback novels stacked in four neat rows.  “All right, time to get started.” 
 
     Adele suddenly found herself in a crush of students moving back away from the Portal. 
 
    “Do not have any worries. It won’t explode,” Dr. Singh said with a hint of amusement. 
 
    “It’s just that, well, we’ve heard the stories . . .” said a girl with a hint of a Chinese accent.  
 
    “Yeah, Castle Beithir . . .” the student next to Adele blurted. “You know, the monster―”  
 
    Monster? Adele felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise. 
 
    “The Beithir!” came concerned shouts in quick succession. The growing uneasiness was contagious. Goosebumps rose as Adele recalled the tale Mary had spun upon her arrival of the creature set loose by the ill-fated radar station. 
 
    A smile spread across Dr. Singh’s face. “We are under no threat of a Beithir emerging from this Portal. Anyone want to venture a guess as to why?” Dr. Singh looked out over the now silent class. “Please, this is the Institute — we are all geeks here, so it is no disgrace to sound like you studied or paid attention in class.”  
 
    A small murmur of laughter spread throughout the room, and when it died, there was one hand waving in the back. 
 
    “Ah yes, Ranjeet, please step forward.” Dr. Singh waved a lean, dark young man, wearing a starched white shirt and charcoal trousers, to the front of the class.  
 
    “Mention that geeks are welcome, and Ranjeet is first in line,” Vicente remarked. 
 
    Ranjeet’s expression darkened slightly as he turned to face the class. “By my measurements, no Beithir of a troublesome size would fit through any Portal that could grow in that Matrix,” he said in a voice barely loud enough for Adele to hear. “Also, history places the Beithir Portal in the catacombs which run under the Castle.” 
 
    Ranjeet quickly ducked back into the mass of students. 
 
    “An astute observation, Ranjeet. The fact is that this particular Portal Matrix was unknown before the Institute complex above our heads was constructed five decades ago. Workmen found it by accident. Our engineers installed copper cables to the metal filaments you see behind the Portal Matrix and ran them to the stainless-steel spires that top every dome in the complex. As I speak, some percentage of the electromagnetic energy from yesterday’s solar flare is being channeled to the Portal Matrix before you. All indications are that its entangled Portal is still buried, so we can use it without fear of any fearsome beast emerging.” 
 
    “Now, for the benefit of those who may be relatively new to the Institute, who can tell me what conditions are necessary to open a Portal?” Dr. Singh patted the brown quartz sheet, then walked forward to an open area between the students. Random hands popped up, then retreated as their owners reconsidered their answers. Although Adele was lost by talk of wormholes and solar flares, her gut tightened — her experience with Portals between worlds was more than theoretical. 
 
    “I would say that would be a bloody lot of power,” said a boy with crooked teeth and a forehead marred by acne. 
 
    “Right as far as you go, Derrick,” Dr. Singh countered. “But not right enough to claim the title of head Geek from Ranjeet.” 
 
    “Isn’t it a matter of resonance, Dr. Singh?” another boy volunteered from the middle of the pack. 
 
    “Please come forward and elaborate,” Dr. Singh said. 
 
    The young man looked as surprised that he had uttered his thoughts out loud as he was to be recognized.  
 
    “You need a second Portal Matrix — one which is similar to this one in order to stabilize the wormhole that forms between them,” he continued. “It is similar in principle to entangled quantum particles.” 
 
    “Good, another piece of the puzzle.” Dr. Singh looked back at the rest of the students. “And how do we generate these wormholes?” 
 
    “I think you are trying to trick the rest of us,” Vicente interjected before anyone else could be recognized. “We do not generate these wormholes. They occur on their own. With sufficient power it is only a matter of probability and time that a wormhole will form between the two Portal Matrices.”  
 
    “I see you must have taken your eyes from the ladies at least once in my class, Vicente.” Sporadic chuckles arose to Dr. Singh’s remark. They died as Vicente turned a sour look to the crowd.  
 
    Dr. Singh turned to the table and held up a leather cord, which was threaded through a glazed, ceramic object roughly the size of a person’s index finger.  
 
    In the back of the class, Adele’s hand instinctively rose to her own dZi, its smooth, warm surface a comfort even through the fabric of her shirt.  
 
    “Who can tell me the significance of this object?”  
 
    A sea of hands went up. Dr. Singh chose a boy with dark-chocolate skin and close-cropped, black hair.  
 
    “That’s an Adept dZi,” the young man proclaimed in a rhythmic cadence — Adele guessed Jamaica. “An Adept can use it to focus his mind to open Portals or read the mind of Xenobiologicals. Real cool trinket, I say!” 
 
    “I will leave the topic of mind-reading for someone with more expertise in that field. As for opening a Portal, yes and no.” The boy’s smile darkened, and Dr. Singh added, “That is a common misconception, Jacob. I seem to have forgotten a board to write on, so I will have to forgo the mathematics for the less precise language of English. 
 
     “We know that when we have a Portal Matrix like this one, plus a lot of energy, plus a corresponding, energized, Matrix somewhere else a spontaneous wormhole can occur.” 
 
     Dr. Singh pulled a tablet from his pocket, tabbed a few keys, and held it up — an image was projected onto the wall: a water skipper in its natural habitat. A couple girls ooohed in interest, and Adele grinned. 
 
    “I am sure you have all seen those tiny insects that skip happily across the surface of a pond,” Dr. Singh continued. “They do so because the surface tension at the air-water interface is sufficient to bear their weight. You can sink the insect in one of two ways. The first way is to have it gain enough weight to power through the buoyant force of the surface tension.”  
 
    He pushed another button, and the water skipper suddenly expanded, getting fatter and heavier until its tiny legs slipped through the water’s surface like needles through cloth. “This is what happens when a Portal opens naturally; the environment provides sufficient energy to push through the cosmic surface tension and open the Portal-to-Portal Bridge.” Dr. Singh thrust his arms out as if he were pushing his way through some obstacle, then pressed a button and reset the image. 
 
     “The second way is to reduce the effect of the surface tension. Add a few drops of soap to the pond, and the surface tension disappears.” In the projection a bottle of liquid soap appeared, and a couple of droplets splashed into the water. Almost instantly, the water skipper started skidding for traction like an off-balance ice skater — then with a small splash, disappeared into the pond. “The water-walking insect becomes a swimming insect.”  
 
    The class laughed, and Dr. Singh waved the dZi to regain order, smiling at his own joke. “A dZi can focus a Portal Adept’s mental power enough to pierce the surface tension between worlds, but only if the Matrix is sufficiently energized to maintain the bridge once opened. To a Portal on the verge, an Adept and this dZi can be the drop of soap.” 
 
    Adele felt a sudden surge of nervous excitement. La Porte, the wormhole — finally, finally she began to understand what had happened. 
 
    “As your name is called, please come forward and get your dZi.” Dr. Singh turned again to the table and retrieved a clipboard. “The rest please back away a bit and give us some room. You will all get your chance.  
 
    “This exercise is simple. There is no way to prepare for it; either it happens, or it doesn’t.” Dr. Singh slid a fine, metal mesh chain bearing his dZi over his head and walked to the wall at the end of the chamber.  
 
    “Touch the dZi to the Matrix like so, in the middle, and close your eyes.” Dr. Singh stood erect with his right arm extended, the dZi held at the center of the glassy black surface. “Try not to force any thoughts. Just let your minds go blank . . . not a difficult task for some of you, I think.” 
 
    Adele watched in fascination as the coffee-colored panel lost its reflective patina and darkened, while brilliant flashes of light began to flicker within the substance of the stone. A strange rotation within the spreading blackness brought a sensation of vertigo, which made Adele stagger just a bit. 
 
     “We have twelve dZis for today’s exercise. This will give each of you time to familiarize yourselves with the sense of it before your time at the wall. Mr. Zavala, would you take the clipboard and distribute the dZis to your classmates in alphabetical order while I attend whoever is at the wall?”  
 
    Vicente picked up the class list with a flourish of self-importance. “Abigail Arthur.” His accent, slightly stronger than usual, echoed through the chamber. “Andrew Aston . . .”  
 
    One by one, twelve dZis were handed out to students who stood dutifully in line. Dr. Singh then guided a hesitant Abigail forward. An expectant hush fell over the crowd as she held the amulet to the smooth surface and closed her eyes.  
 
    Thirty seconds later, a whisper of suppressed gasps grew as those who had been holding their breath could do so no longer.  
 
    “Okay, Miss Arthur. I think you’ve declared your abilities.” Dr. Singh retrieved the dZi from her tightly clutched fist and turned her toward the crowd. 
 
    “I think I saw something,” Abigail said with a hopeful raise of her eyebrows.  
 
    “I’m sure you did,” Dr. Singh replied as he guided her along, “and I’m sure you will see much more when you confront a Xenobiological. Next!” 
 
    Rapt interest in the proceedings dwindled as, one by one, students tried their best. By the time Chuluun Kahn, number eight, was called, there was a background rumble of conversation, which Dr. Singh had to occasionally suppress.  
 
    “Chuluun Kahn,” Dr. Singh called a second time. A stocky boy with straight black hair to his shoulders stomped forward. 
 
    “This is waste of time.” Chuluun glared at Dr. Singh. “In my clan we are always known as Luubagatar — dragon heroes.” 
 
    “Well, let us see then what talent will make you heroic.” Dr. Singh guided the boy’s hand to the wall and stepped back.  
 
    At first nothing happened. Then, like fireflies at a distance, pinpoints of light began to flash within the dark stone. A collective sigh arose as the rotating darkness seemed to take on three-dimensional form into the solid material of the stone. Chuluun exhaled in a long, soft moan as he leaned forward toward the dark quartz panel.  
 
    “The force is strong with that one,” Adele said in sotto voce. Chortles erupted from the students closest to her. 
 
    “Okay, Chuluun, I think that your aptitude has declared itself.” Dr. Singh pulled the dZi away from the wall and turned the boy to face him. 
 
     Chuluun was oblivious to the comment. “There was a dark tunnel,” he said, blinking in the glare of the spotlight. Slowly he focused on the sea of faces, all intently watching him. “No! We are hunters; we do not grub in the earth!” Chuluun bent his head and shook it. “This cannot be ―” 
 
    “You are what your karma made you, Chuluun.” Dr. Singh’s forceful tone silenced him. “Is not the one who can find the beast’s lair the best hunter?”  
 
    Chuluun considered Dr. Singh’s words for a moment, then straightened, drew his shoulders back, and walked silently back into the crowd.  
 
    The remaining students made their way to the test Matrix and then, one by one, returned to their ranks disappointed. The last student to be called was Vicente Zavala.  
 
    “Come and see how this is done.” Vicente waved the rest of the class forward then swaggered to the wall. Facing the dark oval, he shuffled his feet like he was trying to get traction before tenderly placing the dZi against the smooth surface.  
 
    After a few breaths, the luminescence within the stone increased markedly and began to rotate, then began to form a dark core. Vicente let out a grunt like a weightlifter hoisting a dead lift. The room waited breathlessly, but there was no further progress to the Portal.  
 
    “All right, Vicente.” Dr. Singh put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “You can stop now. I am most impressed.” 
 
    Vicente stepped back, still clutching the dZi. “Dr. Singh! In my mind I really could sense the vortex. A little more time and I could open it. I know I could.”  
 
     “Take heart,” Dr. Singh comforted Vicente. “Adepts always have a mixture of both aptitudes. Most Adepts find one capability to be clearly dominant while the other is not so. I think that perhaps, with much training, you could develop your Portal abilities a little bit further, but not to the point where a Portal Adept internship would be useful.” 
 
    Vicente smiled thinly before walking over to the table, where he began stacking the wooden boxes into the metal case.  
 
    Confused, Adele shouted from the back of the room, “Excuse me, Professor, I think you’ve forgotten me.” 
 
    Dr. Singh squinted in Adele’s direction then waved her forward. “And you are?” 
 
    “Adele de Saint Claire.” 
 
    Dr. Singh stretched his hand toward Vicente and impatiently snapped his fingers.  
 
    “Yes, I’m sorry,” he said after consulting the list. “Adele de Saint Claire, you say . . . No . . . Ah, yes, here it is scribbled in at the bottom.  No doubt they couldn’t decide whether to list you under the D’s or S’s so they did neither. Vicente, would you unpack a dZi for Ms. de Saint Claire?” 
 
    Before Vicente could move, Adele stopped him. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather use my own.” 
 
    Dr. Singh’s eyebrows lifted almost to the lower edge of his turban. He acquiesced with a nod of his head.  
 
    Adele removed her headlamp, then slipped the leather thong bearing her dZi over her head and wrapped the strap around her wrist. Holding both hands out, one clutching the dZi between thumb and forefinger and the other wrapping the flashlight tightly in her fist, then leaned forward.  
 
    As soon as the dZi touched the cold, smooth quartz, her mind was drawn back to that night in the Capitol Cathedral. Her breath came in shallow gasps, and she shuddered as an icy quiver ran down her spine. Behind tightly closed eyelids, a maelstrom of blackness threatened to draw her into its depths. From the darkness, terrors coalesced: claws, a jaw full of teeth — then a pair of electric-blue eyes ignited and searched for her. 
 
    She felt the solid rock before her dissolve into space as the vortex she saw in her mind was mirrored by the Portal forming in the stone. Adele stumbled forward slightly and, for an instant, it seemed that her fingertips submerged into the black emptiness forming in the dark rock.  
 
    “All right, that’s enough!” Dr. Singh gripped her firmly around her waist and moved her back a step. Adele stumbled sideways into the table, knocking the case to the ground. Wooden boxes flew across the floor, scattering their contents in a wide arc. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Dr. Singh asked.  
 
    Adele blinked a couple of times, rebooting her brain to reality. “I’m okay.”  
 
    Dr. Singh nodded to the floor under the quartz wall, where a pile of pebbles and sand littered the floor. “Like I said earlier, this one’s twin is still buried. A complete Bridging of the Portals often allows a little dirt to fall out, just like this.” He looked at her thoughtfully, his eyes sparkling in the receding luminescence of the Portal.  
 
     “You only built off of my power,” Vicente whispered after Dr. Singh had moved a few paces away. “I brought the energy to the Portal  — you only succeeded because of my power.” He glared at Adele as he finished replacing the dZis in their wooden boxes then proceeded to stack them in the metal case. 
 
    “No, no!” Dr. Singh objected when he saw what Vicente was doing. “Take everything out and open each box. I must be sure each dZi is in its place.” 
 
    “But, Professor, I made sure, they’re all back.” Vicente waved his arm at the floor before them.  
 
    Dr. Singh put his hands to his turban and adjusted the linen wrappings that tightly bound the top of his head. “It is protocol, my dear boy. A dZi is a most valuable artifact, and I must see every one safely packed away, the Director’s policy, you understand.” 
 
    With pursed lips, Vicente removed the boxes from the case. As he set them on the table, he opened each one. When he was finished, twelve boxes stood open containing a total of eleven dZis.  
 
    Dr. Singh looked from the table to Vicente. “All right, nobody leaves. Line up in — ” 
 
    “Attention, everybody.” Vicente stepped in front of the professor, his voice overpowering. “A dZi was lost when someone knocked over the case. Everyone spread out and check the floor, all the dark corners — and for Dios’ sake, watch where you are putting your feet.” He joined the other students in their search, eventually ending up on the floor near the Grotto’s exit, inspecting the cavern floor with broad sweeps of his hands. 
 
    Several minutes later, a girl jumped up and excitedly declared that she had found the missing dZi. Vicente, who had been searching near her, retrieved the artifact and gently laid it in the remaining case. Dr. Singh gratefully packed the wayward artifact away and dismissed the class.  
 
    “Dr. Singh,” Adele called before he could join the departing students. The chamber gradually darkened to only the lights from Adele’s and Dr. Singh’s headlamps as the rest of the class started the long climb back to the surface. 
 
    “You said that for a Portal to form, there had to be matrices like these at both ends, right?” Adele squinted into the professor’s light. 
 
     “Yes, that is one criterion for an Einstein-Rosen Bridge — or a wormhole, as we generally refer to them — to be stable. Why?” 
 
    “When I was a kid, my grandmother made a Portal over my fish tank and put a paper dragon in it.” Adele replied.  
 
    “Did the dragon ever reappear?”  
 
    “Yeah, the next day,” Adele answered. “It didn’t go anywhere. It just reappeared where it was in the first place.” 
 
    “But you’re wrong — the paper dragon and the flash drive did go somewhere, or more correctly some when,” Dr. Singh said with a hint of amusement. “Remember the Einstein-Rosen Bridge is a tunnel in space-time. It can transcend four dimensions — three in space and one in time. Your grandmother created what’s called a Temporal Portal. That’s a Portal where the only shift is in the time dimension. Since there is no transfer of momentum, you don’t need a Portal Matrix or nearly as much power to support it.” 
 
    Dr. Singh looked at his watch. “I would love to carry on this conversation later, but I have a class.” He looked to the cavern entrance, and Adele’s eyes followed. She had been wrong to think they were alone; a single student had stayed behind, a lone headlamp lighting the passage. She squinted, but Dr. Singh already seemed to know who it was. 
 
    “Mr. Zavala, would you please give us a hand here?”  
 
    With a venomous look at Adele, Vicente hurried across the cavern and hoisted the case of dZis to his shoulder; then he followed Dr. Singh toward the exit. As much as she dreaded being around Vicente, Adele dreaded being left alone in the dark even more. She hurried to catch up with the quickly receding pools of light. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15
The Two Timer 
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    Three days later, The Grendel rounded the breakwater that made the Kirk Jormungand harbor safe haven against all but the most severe North Atlantic winter storms. The last several days had been blessed with a temporary respite from the usual December weather; even so, the passengers aboard the ferry were glad to be rid of the residual swells that had caused so many of their number to relieve themselves of their breakfast. 
 
    Three dozen passengers crowded the bow when the ferry butted up to the pier and dropped its ramp. They quickly disembarked, remaining in a group until they reached the first crossroads at the edge of town. There, the adults split off as singles or couples, and the students drifted off in larger groups. Although their tactics were different, they all shared a commonality of purpose: to escape the confines of the Institute for a day — and the time-honored tradition of Christmas shopping provided the perfect excuse.  
 
    For those at the Institute, this was best time of year to visit Kirk Jormungand. The locals, usually suspicious of the ’tuities, were a bit more receptive to the business they brought during the dark, off-season winter months. 
 
    Vicente, Chelsea, and two of her friends headed toward the middle of town at a pace that soon left the rest behind. 
 
    “Slow down, Vicente,” pleaded Nia. She adjusted her scarf to cover her head, which had been shorn to less than an inch of curly black hair. “Someone is going to twist an ankle on these cobblestones. Why can’t these people pave their streets like most civilized countries?” 
 
    “Tradition, ambiance, and most importantly, to keep it picturesque for the tourists,” Chelsea said.  
 
    “In Andalucía it is warm and sunny, even in December,” Vicente called over his shoulder. “I am in search of something warm. There, that café. It serves a passable espresso . . .” 
 
    “Don’t be such an old woman,” Nia said curtly. In spite of her words, she quickened her stride, almost beating Vicente to the shelter of the café. 
 
    “Ah.” Vicente blew steam off his second cup of double espresso, held cradled in cold fingers. “I do not understand how the British tolerate this climate sustained only by that boiled dishwater they call tea.” 
 
    “It’s like this, love,” Gertie, the third girl in the group, piped in. “My tea’s in five times the hot water your espresso’s in, so it can warm me down to me toes.” 
 
    “Where are we off to next?” Chelsea looked at Vicente. 
 
    “Lo siento, but at this late hour I have yet to purchase any Christmas presents.” Vicente put his cup down and turned his hands palms up in a gesture of contrition. “I think it would be best if you three ladies spend the day shopping and I will venture on my own.”  
 
    Chelsea started to object, but Vicente indicated with a lift of his chin a shop across the street whose specialty was traditional Scottish woolen goods and silver accessories.  
 
    “It would be easier to shop for special people if I were unencumbered.” He winked. “If I am able to find the right gifts in good time, I will meet you at the Thirsty Ursisg at one. If I cannot find just the right thing, I will be at the pier for the three-fifteen ferry back to the island.” After a brief bow, he made his exit and trotted across the street. 
 
    Vicente shivered slightly as the shop door closed behind him. A quick glance confirmed the three girls still seated at the café window across the street. He wandered back through the length of the narrow store, his hands playing along a table covered in wool scarves that were, so the sign over the display said, woven in the pattern of traditional Scottish Tartans and twenty percent off for the holidays. He picked up two. One was an aqua blue and the other a sharper blue, like the sky in the high mountains.  
 
    He glanced again in the direction of the café. “Her eyes, blue or green?” he muttered as he tried to recall the color of Chelsea’s eyes. “No matter” he said with a shrug and returned the aqua scarf to the table. 
 
    Vicente stopped just inside the back door to the wool shop. He dug into his pocket for his mobile phone, then hit speed dial number three and waited.  
 
    “Hola! I am in town for the day. Is it good for me to come over?” A pause. “Good, ten minutes. Tell your father I need to see him.” 
 
    A smile that showed teeth almost to his tonsils appeared on Vicente’s face as he pushed through the door and into a freezing mist. Ten minutes later, he rounded a corner and crossed the street catty-corner to a building with a banner reading Crypto-Quest Guide Services and Mythical Museum. He skipped up the steps and entered without knocking. Aside from the gray half-light coming through the window next to the door, the only illumination to the entrance came from an office doorway halfway down the hall. The hall light dimmed and then returned to brightness, backlighting a slender, feminine silhouette.  
 
    “It’s been a while,” said a girl’s voice, distinctive in this town for its American accent.  
 
    She rushed forward and buried him in her embrace. He was just beginning to enjoy her warmth through her fisherman’s sweater when a noise at the far end of the hallway diverted his attention.  
 
    “I hope my daughter’s not the only thing you came here for,” a gruff voice demanded. A man in a red baseball cap embossed with a black scripted B emerged from the shadows. “Aderyn, go put on a pot of coffee. I know our friend here’s not a tea drinker.” 
 
    The young woman made her way to the back of the building, and the man demanded, “Well, did you get it, lad?”  
 
    “Señor Cardwell, I . . .” 
 
    “Don’t Señor Cardwell me! You blew it, didn’t you? ‘A sure thing,’ you told me. ‘El profesor trusts me,’ you said. ‘No Problema―’” Cardwell paced the length of the hall from the front door to the lighted office and back.  
 
    “Señor Cardwell, in less than a year I will gain my own dZi, the power from which I will gladly share. Be patient and — ” 
 
    “Patient?” Julian Cardwell interrupted. “I’ve spent years running this dump on the off chance I could gain access to that Institute of yours. I’ve been all around that island, on land and sea. I did everything but kidnap one of the students. And then, one day, my daughter brings you home. The day you told me about Portals and dZis, I could see the planets start to line up. I felt the gods no longer hated me, and even the tea leaves started forming dollar signs in my cup. I mean, it was like years of buying lottery tickets, and then my daughter finds a winning ticket blowing down the street. Now you tell me your foolproof plan to get a dZi away from that old academic didn’t work, and I’m supposed to be patient?”  
 
    Just as Vicente started to answer, Aderyn entered carrying a tray with a silver coffee urn and three cups. Cardwell indicated that Vicente should follow him into the hallway, out of earshot of his daughter. 
 
    “I thought we were in agreement that the Institute has no right to keep its secrets from the world; that it’s our duty to expose those secrets.” Cardwell stopped and looked piercingly at Vicente. “I would hate to think you said those things just to make points with my daughter, just as I would hate to think you weren’t serious when you told Aderyn that you were ready to leave the Institute for her,”  
 
    Vicente swallowed nervously. 
 
    “I can tell you, as her father, that as much as she likes you, you will not see her again without a demonstration that you are serious.” Julian Cardwell put a muscular arm around Vicente’s shoulder and shepherded him back into the room with the coffee tray. “Do I make myself understood?” 
 
    Vicente nodded while Cardwell poured himself a cup of coffee. 
 
    “This solar activity cycle peaks at the equinox in March. All the solar weather guys say there won’t be anything like this for years, if not decades.” Cardwell blew steam off his black coffee, then with a lift of his eyebrow, added, “This is our best shot at our noble quest. That’s why waiting for you to earn your dZi next year is not an option.” Julian Cardwell took a careful sip before leaning back in his chair. “Fortunately, I have knowledge of one other dZi that is far less guarded. It is just waiting for someone with the cunning and courage to take it. Personally, I don’t know why you haven’t thought of it yourself.” 
 
    Vicente raised one eyebrow and pursed his lips together. He looked to Aderyn, but she just shrugged. 
 
    “A student arrived some weeks ago,” Cardwell began with a self-satisfied smile. “Her name is de Saint Claire, Adele de Saint Claire. Her parents perished tragically in what was called a climbing accident some ten years ago. Do you know her?” 
 
    Vicente smiled wryly. “We have met. But how do you — ” 
 
    “I am ― I know of her family; the rest is unimportant. What is important is that she inherited a dZi and that she wears it.” Julian folded his arms and waited for Vicente’s reply. 
 
    “Her father’s,” Vicente said, admiration apparent in his voice. 
 
    “You’ve seen it? Good, I shouldn’t think the rest would be difficult for a man of your cunning and charm or, if need be, strength.” 
 
    “Si. It would be like — what is it you say?  — taking candy from a little girl.”  
 
    “Good. The next time you come to see Aderyn, she and I will expect jewelry. Nothing special, a ceramic necklace will do.” Julian headed toward the back of the building. “Enjoy your afternoon.”  
 
    Two hours later, it was time for Vicente to leave for the ferry back to Fuath-Arrachd. As they stood by the door, Vicente took Aderyn’s hand, but she slipped it out of his grip and prodded him in the chest. 
 
    “If you don’t start coming to see me more often, I might start to think you’ve got some other girl up at that school of yours.” 
 
    He grinned. “Like anyone there could compete.” He put his arm around her waist. “And you don’t need an ancient amulet to tell what I’m thinking.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “No, but you do need that amulet if you expect any of those thoughts to come true.” 
 
    “Touché.”  
 
    When Vicente closed the door behind him, Julian was waiting for him on the porch. 
 
     “One thing still bothers me, especially in light of this setback. How do I know this isn’t some smoke-and-mirrors act just to get to my daughter and then go back to your friends on the island when you’re tired of her?”  
 
    “What? What do you mean? I’d never — ” 
 
    “You’re usually a better liar than this, Zavala. Motives — that’s what I’m asking about. I’ve got sources ― word is that the Director, what’s his name, McCullum? He and your father were longtime friends. He set you up at the Institute after your father died.” Vicente could feel his shoulder start to bruise, but Cardwell didn’t let go. “After all that, why are you so willing to stick it to him?” 
 
    “The Director and my father were partners. Each pledged to watch the other’s back to the death.” Vicente pushed himself away from Cardwell and glared at the older man.  “They went out together, but only Director McCullum came back.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16
An Invitation 
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    Careful not to make a sound, Adele lifted her head between two branches. Broad, waxy leaves scuffed her well-moussed hair, then tickled her cheeks as her head cleared the canopy. 
 
    Any slight movement brought an uncomfortable swaying to the insubstantial branch that was her perch. Slowly she drew in a lungful of air — it seemed perceptibly cooler and drier than what she had been breathing just below the capping layer of forest.  
 
    In contrast to the vibrant greens and other colors below, the space filling the dome above seemed woefully monochromatic and even a little lonesome. The exercise stations around the sunken habitat were vacant, as was the basketball court at the far end. Above her stretched a hundred yards of empty air capped by a spider web of structural cables anchoring steel girders and monorail tracks. All of this was overlaid by the triple-walled, polymer shell of the dome itself. 
 
    Adding to the gloom was the light — or more correctly, the scantiness of it. Even though it was midday, the illumination was gray, lacking any of the warm yellows of summer. It made Adele feel like the dome was underwater. More incongruous was the thick layer of white snow stuck to the outside of the dome, facing the North Atlantic, as well as the wisps of white blowing past the dome, driven by early January gale-force winds.  
 
    A modest thump echoed from all sides of the dome, followed by the low, discordant hum of electric motors. Slowly, twelve platforms, each several yards wide and surfaced with what looked like pebbly glass, started to crawl from their recessed enclosures at the base of the dome and ascend the dozen monorail tracks secured to the support beams. 
 
    The branch supporting Adele swayed as if a little of the gale’s force had somehow made its way through the dome. Carefully, she submerged back into the green gloom. It took her eyes a few moments to adjust to the emerald tinted light; as she waited, her heart pounded so loudly she feared she was broadcasting her position.  
 
    Movement caught her eye. Five yards below her, a dark shape flowed from one branch to another. When it got to its destination, the shape merged so well with the thick branch that Adele doubted she would’ve seen it if it hadn’t been moving.  
 
    As quietly as she could, but not so quietly as she would have liked, Adele descended several yards diagonally, putting her directly over the newcomer. She could just make out the red bands of reflective material around each arm and thigh in the half-light. 
 
    The Red Team must be making their move through my turf because they think I’m an easy mark, Adele thought. She didn’t know whether to be insulted or revel in their overconfidence. The shadow moved out from the branch to seek out its next move — or her next move, as Adele was almost certain now that the figure was female. Pressed against the shadow’s hip was a black shape the size of a cantaloupe.  
 
    The ulli! Adele thrilled. After three games, she was tired of being the newbie, not trusted yet to make a contribution to the team. Now was her chance to be a real player.  
 
    Her quarry moved more into the light. A mass of kinky, black hair topped the slick jungle suit. 
 
    Mary! Adele grinned to herself. In the Tlachtli her friend had shown her no mercy. Well now the teacher is about to go to school!  
 
    She moved further out on the limb, transferring her overhead grasp to another branch. Two weeks ago, the moves she was making would have been unthinkable. The bark of the broadleaf tree she was so blithely moving through was hard and smooth as a polished tabletop. The limbs that often supported her were no bigger than her forearm, yet her footing was sure, and her grip was firm.  
 
    Taken from technology nature had already invested eons in perfecting, the gripper pads’ minute hooks gave her a slip-proof grip on any surface softer than stone. The first few days of trial and error had been frustrating, to say the least. It’d taken her a whole day to learn how to peel the pads from the gripped surface and several more to get to where the roll-and-lift motion was somewhat automatic. Halfway through the first game, she’d forgotten to peel during a jump and ended up hanging by one foot, upside down, thirty feet above the forest floor.  
 
    Fortunately, a teammate had been within eyeshot. The girl had softly hissed, “That’s one,” as she pushed a branch within Adele’s grasp. When she had extricated herself, her teammate’s grin shone like a lighthouse against the dark forest and darker suit. “If you’re like me you’ll end up like that at least two more times before you get it.” So far Adele had managed to prove her wrong.    
 
    Mary looked quickly right then left, then performed a searching probe of the forest below.  
 
    Strategy — don’t go rushing in, Adele cautioned herself. Mary is obviously going for the try, five points if she can physically carry the ulli into the end zone. It was dumb luck that Adele had chosen to climb to the top, where the branches could barely support anyone — where Mary wouldn’t expect her. Overconfidence will be your downfall. Adele unstuck her tongue from the roof of her mouth. You expected to spot me long before this. 
 
    Adele checked to see if there were any other Red Teamers assisting her. They would have to be to the side or behind — above or below too, she reminded herself. As in rugby, throwing the ulli forward would constitute a penalty. In a sort of cross between rugby and soccer, the ulli could be carried when the players were in the trees; while on the ground, contact with the hands constituted a penalty.  
 
    Although the ulli resembled its ancient counterpart in size and weight, it was covered in an aluminized Kevlar that resisted gripping by the micro hooks in her gloves. 
 
    Mary crabbed farther out on the limb and let go of her handhold. Adele could see her intended destination several steps away — another overhanging limb. Waiting until the last second, Adele swung down and arrived at the spot an instant before her adversary.  
 
    “Hello, mate.” Adele’s attempted Australian accent left much to be desired.  
 
    Mary’s eyes went wide, white circles gleaming within her darker silhouette. Then she was gone.  
 
    Ten yards below the ulli crashed through some branches and bounced wildly on the packed earth. Adele raced along the branch to one of the ascent lines, arm-thick hemp cables placed at intervals to help players climb up or down as needed. She leaped from the branch, but instead of a controlled slide to the forest floor below, she stuck where she landed. Adele cursed to herself. No one had told her, but it should have been obvious; the same power to grip and climb would make an effective break in descending. She unstuck the pads on her legs and feet, then descended hand over hand to the ground.  
 
    Neither Mary nor the ulli was in sight. Adele listened and was rewarded with the faint sound of footfalls and the intermittent thunk of the ulli bouncing off a tree trunk.  
 
    “On! On! Blue!” she called to alert her other teammates where the ulli was in play, then raced after the receding sounds.  
 
    Adele rounded a tree just in time to see a dark form with iridescent red bands on her arm and thighs run in from the side and filch the ulli in a move any soccer player would be proud of. The forest floor suddenly became crowded with dark shapes arriving from all sides, including from above. Unlike other games Adele had seen, there was no crush of bodies in an attempt to gain possession of the ulli. Instead an intricate dance ensued where players would wait for an opening to try to gain control while twisting and contorting to avoid physical contact with their opponents.  
 
    A coordinated feint allowed a red-banded player with a mop of curly hair to dash in. With a sweep of her left foot, she sent the ulli bouncing between the legs of a blue band, straight towards Adele.  
 
    Adele twisted to let the ulli pass, then sprinted after it. A sweep of her right foot sent it on a diagonal behind a tree in a move she hoped would buy her some time from the pursuers she heard pounding behind her.  
 
    What now! Her brain screamed. This was the first time any of her teammates had even acknowledged her presence in a game, let alone trusted her with possession of the ulli. Elation of acceptance overran her fear of screwing up; Adele altered course again and sprinted on with renewed effort.  
 
    Think three-dimensional! That had been drummed into her by every teammate. Adele swept the ulli directly at a tree trunk. It took a wild bounce up a root and ended up airborne. Unfortunately, the bounce was at an awkward angle, and Adele had to swerve to catch it. Once it touched her hands, she had one step to get both feet off the ground, or she’d get a penalty for carrying on the floor. She leapt toward the tree; one hand came away from the ulli, as she reached for a tree limb.  
 
    Adele wasn’t the most proficient climber and climbing one-handed was slowing her down still further — around her players from the other team took up positions of advantage. They couldn’t touch her or make a grab for the ulli, but they could block her progress and force her to try and pass off to one of her teammates.  
 
    She got to a major branch, but its course to another tree was already blocked. In the foliage a shadow with a blue band waved to her. Adele breathed a sigh of relief and steadied herself for the short throw. Her arm was already in motion when a peripheral flash of red iridescence betrayed a sure interception.  
 
    She clutched reflexively, the tiny hooks in her glove extended, but because they could not grab the aluminized Kevlar, they only pushed the ulli away. The loose sphere bobbled at her fingertips for a second before she swept it to her stomach and covered it with her arm.  
 
    Snickers came at her from several directions as her adversaries savored the thought of easy pickings. 
 
     “Tackle Blue!” the nearest opposing player yelled out.  
 
    “Tackle Blue One!” the other Reds in proximity shouted in unison. 
 
    Adele’s mind raced. She had to vacate her position or get rid of the ulli before they reached Five, or she would have to relinquish possession of the ulli.  My first chance to shine, and I’m cornered like a rat.  
 
    “Tackle Blue Two!”  
 
    Adele had only seconds — her mind raced for options.  
 
    “Tackle Blue Three!” the almost gleeful chorus sounded like a pack of hungry wolves.  
 
    On the forest floor several flashes of blue sprinted from tree to tree. 
 
    Adele smiled to herself. Diversion — that’s why Sun Tsu’s The Art of War was on the suggested reading list. She put the ulli between her knees and reached for a limb just within reach. “Up Blue!” she yelled. Then pulled herself up to the next higher branch. Her yell had the desired effect. All eyes focused on her face while she released the ulli to fall to her teammates below.    
 
    Pantomiming carrying the ulli with one hand, Adele scampered up one more level, but stopped when a foot planted itself right on her next handhold.  
 
    “You ghosted me good last time, mate.” Mary’s voice filtered through the leaves above. “Thought I’d return the favor. Now give the ulli a toss. I’ve got a score to make.” 
 
    In the distance a call rang out: “On! On! Blue!”  
 
    “Sounds like they’re closing on your goal.” Adele brought her other hand, the one that had been pretending to hold the ulli, up and held it palm forward toward Mary. “You were half right; there is a score to be made.” Mary’s eyes widened, and Adele grinned. “You might be my best mate, mate — but there ain’t no substitute for victory.” 
 
    Twelve minutes later, a klaxon sounded, signaling the end of the second half of the game. Adele climbed one of the trees closest to the edge of the recessed forest, moved out on a limb before hoisting herself over the edge of the Tlachtli. Three yards away, a block of red sandstone made a perfect bench for Adele to catch her breath.  
 
    “Good game, mate.”  
 
    Adele started from her deliberation. “Jeez, Mary. How’d you do that?”  
 
    “Told you. We got the power to ghost up on people when we want to.” Mary moved from behind Adele and sat next to her. “Or maybe I been in the loo. It’s behind you.” 
 
    Suddenly the interior of the dome flared with a bright yellow light. 
 
    Adele squinted and tucked her head toward her lap. “What is that?”  
 
    “Sun lamps.” Mary stretched back and unzipped her jungle suit a hand’s breadth as if trying to absorb a little of the light. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Look out there,” she said with a directed toss of her flat, dark nose. “You think that tropical green could survive on what sun makes it through at this latitude? That’s why they got those sun lamp things that crawl up the girders and shine a couple hours a day.” 
 
    Adele lifted her gaze upward slowly, allowing her eyes to adjust to the brightness. The square carts that had lifted from the base of the dome earlier were now two-thirds the way to the top. They glowed with a brilliance that was impossible for Adele to look at directly.  
 
    “Grow lights,” she muttered. “I’d hate to pay that electric bill.”  
 
    “Not so bad. I was told they’re one big LED and don’t take much power at all.” Mary pointed at a new group of students, this time with gold and green reflective bands.  “Better alert the infirmary to clear a few beds. Your friend Vicente’s captain of the Golds,” Mary explained in response to Adele’s puzzled look. “And his main squeeze is captain of the Greens.”    
 
    “But aren’t they — .” 
 
    “Told you, there ain’t no such thing as friendship in the Tlachtli. But those two take it to extremes. You might expect it with Vicente but Chelsea — , when she’s in the Tlachtli  —  well, let’s just say that hell hath no fury like that girl scored against.”  
 
    Vicente was in the middle of espousing new strategy to his team when he noticed Adele and Mary. In a moment so fleeting that Adele wondered if she really saw it, his jaw clenched, and his eyes seemed to bore a hole through her. Then it was gone, replaced by a smile so broad that it seemed to reach his hair. He broke from his teammates and walked over to Chelsea, who was engaged in pregame motivation of her own. After an animated conversation in which Vicente’s expressions ranged from stern authoritarianism to puppy-dog pleading, Chelsea broke away and headed in their direction. 
 
    “Here comes trouble,” Mary rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Mary, I need to speak to Adele,” Chelsea said without preamble.  
 
    “No drama, dearie. I was about to rack off anyway; it takes me a while to fix my hair for supper.” As Mary headed for the exit, she called back over her shoulder, “Fill me in at dinner.”  
 
    “Okay, what’s so important — ” Adele started to get up. 
 
    “Vicente asked me to ask you something.” Chelsea tried to force a smile. 
 
    “That’s brave of him.” Adele looked beyond Chelsea to where Vicente quietly talked to his team. “He’s never been at a loss for things to say to me before.” 
 
    “I know. He says he hopes you’ll put that aside. He wants you on his team.” 
 
    Adele almost choked. “I’m already on a team.”   
 
    Before she could turn and leave, Chelsea stopped her. “Not this team — the Fastern’s E’en team.”   
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Not who, what. Fastern’s E’en is the local version of Mardi Gras — you know, parades, floats and feasting? Except here we have a Ulama game instead of the parade.” Chelsea looked back over her shoulder at Vicente. “It’s students versus teachers, and Vicente’s captain of the student team — ”        
 
    “Of course.” Adele made no effort to keep the sarcasm from her voice. 
 
    “We have to have at least three representatives from each class.” Chelsea went on as if she hadn’t heard Adele’s comment. “Personally, I don’t much care as long as it gives us an advantage. Just think about it before you answer.” 
 
    Adele left the dome, her mind abuzz. Her reluctance to have anything to do with Vicente was tempered by amused imaginings of Director McCullum stuffed in a climbing suit trying to keep his balance too far out on a tree limb.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17
Betrayal 
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    Adele squinted against the brightness. A dozen industrial strength grow lights had risen from their recesses along the dome’s support girders and were now adding their illumination to the crystal-bright sunlight streaming into the dome. If the rest of March lived up to the promise of its first few days, a welcome spring would replace the domineering gloom of winter. 
 
    Whether by design or accident, the Institute’s ventilation now routed the kitchen exhaust directly into the gymnasium dome.  The smell of bannock and roasting meats made Adele’s empty stomach growl in anticipation.  
 
    Mary slapped Adele on her back. She tilted her head, and Adele could see her nostrils flare as she drew in a deep breath. “Two hours and we’ll be tasting that.”   
 
    “Not if we don’t win.”  
 
    “That’s where you haven’t thought it through, mate.” Mary’s eyes sparkled over her toothy grin. “While the winners are drooling and sitting around the winner’s table, the losers are down in the kitchen gathering their trays of food. Don’t think that many a tasty morsel couldn’t make it past these pearly whites on the trip back up here.”  
 
    “So, you think that we should lose, then.”  
 
    “Don’t even joke about that,” Mary replied, as if Adele had broken some horrible taboo. “You heard Vicente; he expects to win this one even if the teachers have taken the trophy every year since the game was invented.” 
 
    Across the Tlachtli, fourteen black-clad figures stretched and twisted around the Director. Violet bands radiated a kind of electric energy from their arms and legs.  
 
     “Don’t know why Vicente picked this color for our team.” Adele pointed to the pastel pink band on her own arm. “You’d think he could have gone for something like an iridescent blush or peach.” 
 
    “Not his choice,” Jo said from behind Adele. “Director’s little joke. The winner from the previous year gets the violet and the losers get the pink. I think that’s why Vicente is so testy; he’s worn pink every year. Personally, I think it’s his color, but don’t tell him I said that.” 
 
    A klaxon sounded and HIMAL’s disembodied voice boomed through the dome: “THREE MINUTES. TEAMS FORM UP FOR DROP IN.”  
 
    Across the expanse of the Tlachtli the opposing teams dispersed, three players to each tower. Then, like paratroopers hooking onto their static lines, they clipped onto the zip-lines leading down into the forest.  
 
    Adele was the third of three entering from Tower Four. Jo and Mary were behind Vicente on Tower Three and Chelsea on Tower Two. Spectators gravitated toward the ends of the Tlachtli, where giant video screens displayed images from strategically placed cameras within the jungle.   
 
    “FIVE,” HIMAL’s voice boomed from above. 
 
    “FOUR.” All eyes swept upward toward the top of the dome. 
 
    “THREE.” Twin spotlights illuminated the ulli at the top of the dome directly over the center of the Tlachtli. 
 
    “TWO.” The dome grew so still even the leaves in the sunken forest stopped rustling. 
 
    “ONE.”  
 
    Like a faraway wind, the collective intake of expectant breaths filled the dome.  Time hung suspended as the ulli dropped toward the green canopy below. Seconds later, the sound of the silvered ball crashing through leaf and branch was drowned out by a communal human roar and the blast of a horn.  
 
    Before the cheering ended, the first ten players had already disappeared into the foliage, and the next in line had queued up at the edge of the Tlachtli. Before the klaxon had finished its second ring, ten more players were screaming at the top of their lungs as they plummeted into the forest.  
 
    Instead of simply stepping off the wall when the klaxon sounded her turn, Adele took a running start before flinging herself off into space. The buzz of the cable running through her pulley made her hands tingle as she gripped the strap to her harness; leafy branches slapping at her from every angle. She covered her eyes with one hand to avoid being blinded but opened a gap between two fingers just in time to see a branch as thick as her leg hurtling toward her. Quickly she tucked her legs as high as she could lift them, zoomed over the branch with only a brush on her behind, then swung right to avoid the next obstacle.  
 
    A clear stretch gave her a breath or two before she spotted the end of the line. Ten yards ahead, the cable dead ended ten feet off the ground in the middle of a large tree with smooth bark. A net the size of a twin bed was stretched out over a clump of bushes several feet below. 
 
     Adele twisted the tooled drum of the quick release and jerked the fitting down with a second to spare before she hit the tree. For an instant she was weightless — then she bounced hard off the netting, slamming the soles of her boots into the tree trunk with a painful jolt. Adele lay for a few seconds trying to decide if anything was broken. 
 
    “Hey, you okay?” the voice of Skylar, the girl who had preceded her down the zip-line whispered from above and to the right. “Looked like you came in a little fast — you didn’t go for a running start, did you?” 
 
    Adele looked in the general direction of the voice, saw a splash of pink after blinking a couple of times to get the world in focus. “Did it the last few games — but they changed things.” 
 
    “Yeah, no clear path around the the zip line,” Skylar’s eyes followed the cable back into the trees.  
 
    Adele’s fingers tenderly explored a magenta bruise on her left cheek. “Yeah, got that. No catch net at the bottom either.” She jerked first one then the other boot away from the tree, taking chunks of bark with them.  
 
    “Weren’t you at Vicente’s briefing?” 
 
    “What briefing — ”  Adele’s question was cut short by a woman’s voice muffled by vegetation. 
 
    “On, on Purple,”  
 
    “Looks like their scrum team got to the ulli first,” Skylar called from a branch one tree over and two yards up. “That’s Gail Barra. Oh, by the way, try to be graceful — you’re on camera.” 
 
    Adele followed Skylar’s outstretched finger to a high branch. Two feet out from the trunk, a red spot glowed like a maleficent eye. She clambered out of the drop net with less grace than she would have liked, then ran a third of the way across the Tlachtli floor before ascending to the lowest level of a convenient pine.   
 
    Somewhere to her right, a twig snapped. A dozen or more slow, silent breaths passed without any other indication of movement, and she dismissed the sound as Skylar settling into a stationary guard position.   
 
    “Go high and stay there,” Vicente’s voice hissed down from the branch above her.  
 
    Adele almost fell from her perch, as she turned toward the voice.  
 
    “They’re on the ground now, but I need high cover. Now move it, pronto!” Vicente vanished like a cougar into the forest. 
 
    Adele had climbed as high as she dared when Chelsea’s voice sang out, “On Ulli!” at ground level somewhere to her right. Within seconds, other voices joined Chelsea’s — ; the silent forest turned raucous as bodies crashed through the underbrush in pursuit of the ulli. With hands and feet seeking purchase like some arboreal ape, Adele angled herself toward the movement, dropping down to within ten feet of the forest floor as she went.  
 
    Shadows flowed into the clearing below. Within seconds a pattern emerged. Mary and one other Pink ran in zigzag patterns in front of a wedge of teachers led by Director McCullum and flanked by Professor Singh and the chemistry instructor, Theodoral Pottersbee. Behind them, Mr. Wolff traded possession of the ulli with Gail Barra, the herbalist, in a series of kicks and hip bumps, often keeping the silvered ball airborne for more than a half dozen passes as they sprinted behind their defenders.  
 
    Several trees over Skylar crouched as for the attack. One more step, Adele thought, her own muscles bunching in anticipation. 
 
    “Reverse,” Director McCullum yelled an instant before Skylar sprang. He did an abrupt about face and intercepted the ulli mid-pass. Mr. Wolff and Gail Barra turned around to confront a two-pronged assault by Vicente and Chelsea. 
 
    Skylar stumbled to one side to avoid a collision and penalty. Spotting an opening, she angled in on Director McCullum as he passed the ulli from foot to foot like a soccer player dribbling the ball down field. 
 
    Adele alit on the forest floor. “OK, Director, let’s dance,” she moved in with a sweep of her foot that Director McCullum easily countered with some fancy side shuffling of his own.  
 
    Her distraction worked. While Director McCullum maneuvered the ulli, Skylar raced in from his blind side.  
 
    Surprise morphed into a grin as the Director flipped the ulli straight up with the toe of his right boot, bounced it a little higher with his left knee, then lay back almost horizontal as he kicked out in a 180-degree arc. Before anyone could blink, the ulli was a silver speck in the treetops. Then, unbelievably, a dark form converged on the speck. 
 
    “On, on Purple,” Veronica Wellesley’s voice chided from above before disappearing toward the goal. 
 
    Adele felt as if a constrictor had wrapped itself around her chest. Across the clearing, Vicente glared at her before racing off after the ulli. Moments later a horn reverberated — Veronica Wellesley had thrown through the stone ring for an unopposed five-point score.  
 
    The rest of the game Adele stuck to her high perch while most of the action played out beneath her. As the game played out, it became obvious that the teachers’ early advantage in experience would eventually be worn down by the students’ greater endurance. Under Vicente’s incessant barking control, the students dominated most of the game after the teacher’s initial push. Chelsea scored one point off a pass from Vicente who ten minutes later back flipped a kick that would have been the envy of any professional soccer player striking the goal. As Theodora Pottersbee made a surprisingly agile dash for a three-point ground shot on goal, Mary swung inverted from an overlying limb and snatched the ulli in flight. In an instant she had blended with the shadows leaving both teams to scatter in search of her. Moments dragged on until “On, on mates. I’m clear to the goal!” wafted through the forest from midfield. Unfortunately, she wasn’t as alone as she thought.   
 
    Joseph Wolff had anticipated Mary’s tree-born dash for the goal, dropped to the ground and sprinted the length of the Tlachtli. He was in the trees by the time Mary moved in for the score. For a minute they played a game of arboreal cat and mouse, climbing ever higher into the thinning foliage until Mary reached the top of the canopy.  Below her pursuer’s efforts to follow were accompanied by the sounds of snapping branches and the occasional muffled curse and, below that, the field was filling fast with players from both teams, neither with a clear advantage. 
 
    From her perch Mary had a clear shot on goal but her climb had put her at too high of an angle for the five point through shot that she had hoped for. Muttering a small curse of her own, Mary launched the ulli for the single point that would even the score at five points all.  
 
    The after-point ulli drop went to the teacher’s scrum team that succeeded, without flourish, in moving the ulli on the ground downfield to where Gail Barra faked an into-the-trees pass then simply dropkicked the ulli off the back wall to strike the goal ring.  
 
    Now, three points down and less than five minutes to play, Chelsea sent a quick pass airborne to Skylar, who scampered along the lower branches of several trees then passed off to Vicente when she found herself blocked by Gail Barra.  
 
    “Everyone forward,” Vicente called as he grabbed a nearby vine and swung to the next tree. “It won’t matter if they get the ulli if we don’t score; full-court-press forward.” 
 
    Adele dropped from her high perch to sturdier branches where she could travel faster. As she neared the goal, she resisted the temptation to descend to where Vicente, Chelsea, and several other Pinks were advancing on the goal at ground level.  
 
    Vicente passed to Chelsea then ran to the outside of Director McCullum. Chelsea stopped the pass with her hip, flipped the ball up with the toe of her boot, then swept with the side of her foot as she yelled, “Vicente!”  
 
    The ruse worked; as the defenders converged on Vicente, Skylar was above and behind him, in the clear, and in perfect position to catch the ulli. 
 
    A surge of defenders advanced on Skylar as she scrambled higher and angled closer to the goal. 
 
     Adele moved over one branch. From here she had a clear shot at the goal, a stone ring the size of a truck tire mounted vertically against the wall.   
 
    One more branch and Skylar was in good position to make a five-point shot through the hole in the ring. Before she could try, a heavy-breathing Mr. Wolff moved into position to block the shot.  
 
    “Over here,” Adele yelled, but it was too late. The ulli was already bouncing off the forest floor by the time she got the words out. Chelsea hip butted the ulli to Vicente, who was in the clear to make an easy three-point shot to tie the game. 
 
    He flipped it off the toe of his left foot then leaned back and struck out with his right. The ulli streaked up, past the goal, past Skylar to within reach of Adele.  
 
    Instinctively Adele reached out and bobbled it momentarily. Words penetrated her surprised brain: “ — the shot!” “Go for the goal!”  
 
    She let the ulli fly. The silver orb arced down, struck the lower lip of the hole in the stone ring and then bounced out.  
 
    The horn blew certifying the teacher’s continued bragging rights for another year. 
 
    Adele hung back as the two teams mingled in mutual congratulations for a good game.  
 
    “Like I told you earlier, at least we get to the food first...” Jo put her arm on Adele’s shoulder. “So, what was that, Vicente?” Jo said as she guided Adele into the group. “You had a clear three-pointer and you go for the moon. Luckily Adele was there.” 
 
    A dark expression passed quickly and Vicente’s ear to ear smile returned. “Luck was not a factor. With me, true, the three points would have been a sure thing. But that would have only given us a tie. For Vicente, it’s victory or nothing.” 
 
    He looked at Adele and his smile grew wider, if possible. “Adele was in the clear. I thought that the chance for five points and victory was worth the risk.”  
 
    “Aye, and the lass did really well, considering, but the fact is you still owe us dinner,” Director McCullum called from the head of the banquet table, which had been set up at the edge of the Tlachtli. “The smell wafting up from the kitchen’s making my juices run.”  
 
    The teachers made an ostentatious show of settling into their places at the winners’ table   while Vicente was dismissed to lead his team to their duties in the kitchen. 
 
    When they arrived in the downstairs kitchen, carafes of tea, juice and coffee as well as plates of fresh fruit and finger-sized pastries awaited them . One by one the team members acquired a platter or flask and set off for their serving duties.  
 
    “Adele, I need you to help me with some of the preparations.” Vicente called her out of the line awaiting a tray to carry.  
 
    Reluctantly, Adele stepped out of line and walked to Vicente.  
 
    “Sí compadré, gracias por tu ayuda.” Vicente slapped the back of the chef with whom he had been conversing in Spanish then took two steps to meet Adele.   
 
    “My friend Ramón has enlisted my aid,” Vicente explained with a nonchalant shrug. “Apparently, the Director has sent a last-minute request for boiled potatoes and several other things to be added to the feast.”    
 
    Adele’s stomach growled as she watched Jo pick up a tray of miniature croissants. Before she even left the kitchen, she had plopped two of the pastries in her mouth and was chewing with obvious relish.  
 
    “Ah, I see you have been alerted to the one advantageous tradition accorded to the looser of this contest.  Do not worry. Our destination is a storeroom in the far reaches of the kitchen where Ramón has kept me in supply of Jamon Iberico de Ballote, a most superb Spanish ham.” As Vicente walked toward the back spaces of the kitchen, he picked a conveniently placed kitchen knife up off a stack of gallon-sized tomato paste cans. “I will be more than happy to share some with you to make up for the morsels you would be pilfering on your way up to the table. 
 
    The back of the kitchen ended in a stone wall cut into the native rock. To one side a heavy oak door was set into the wall, held in place by ornate, brass hinges the length of Adele’s arm. The latch was equally impressive, a stainless-steel lever that required the strength of both of Vicente’s arms to pull open. A small, double pained window with cross-hatched safety wire at about the height of Adele’s head showed only blackness beyond the door.  
 
    “Wow, you’d think they were keeping criminals in here, not potatoes,” Adele said. 
 
    Vicente pulled the door open. “It was originally intended as a wine and cheese cellar. Walls cut into the rock and this heavy door to keep the temperature constant. Our current Director is not a person with aristocratic taste and it now holds nothing so grand.”  
 
    Inside, Adele could make out cases of canned goods lining the walls. From the ceiling two cloth-wrapped hams hung like two misshaped stalactites. The Spaniard indicated a pile burlap sacks against the far wall. “The potatoes are there.” 
 
    Adele found a dolly and pushed it to the back of the room. “How about a little help here, these things look heavy.”    
 
    She heard him step behind her but when she tried to step aside his leg blocked hers. Before she could turn Vicente grabbed her neck, pulling her collar down then grabbing the leather thong bearing her father’s dZi. He yanked the thong tight enough that Adele saw stars, then thrust a knee painfully into the small of her back. Cold steel brushed the back of her neck, then the thong with her dZi was gone. Vicente shoved her onto the bags of potatoes, and before she could get up, the heavy door slammed shut.  
 
    She dashed to the window and pounded wildly, only to see Vicente’s face fill the pane.  
 
    “Gracias, Adele. You have been a great help. I had little worry that your shot would be game winning. Thank you for not disappointing me” Even though Adele could tell he was practically shouting, his voice was barely audible through the glass. “Get comfortable; the cooks should find you tomorrow when they prepare breakfast. By then I will be off the island. Look for me next year on the cover of People magazine.”    
 
    Adele looked around, grabbed a can of Spam from an open cardboard case, and resumed her assault on the window. “Vicente, you ass! Get back here and open this door now!”  
 
    Vicente made no indication that he even heard her. He turned to walk away but returned after a few steps. “I left you the knife. As I promised you have my permission to cut a piece of the Jamon Iberco hanging over your head. I am after all a man of my word.”  
 
    Adele kicked wildly at the door, shouting what she could do with that knife if Vicente was man enough to open the door and join her. But the dense wood proved impervious even to the knife, which snapped in half after only a few minutes of hacking.  
 
    Vicente disappeared back into the kitchen unmoved by Adele’s frantic attempts to free herself. A few minutes later, when the bannocks were done, he recruited Chelsea to help him carry them up to the feast. Just before he left, he glanced one last time toward Adele’s prison and flipped her a mocking salute. 
 
    Enraged, Adele continued her attack on the door until her fists were red and swollen. 
 
    After what felt to be forever, she sensed more than heard action in the kitchen. The first wave of used trays and dishes was making its way down. She renewed her efforts and shouted herself hoarse but to no avail. One by one, the dishes were cleaned, the floors swept, the lights turned off. Finally, exhausted, she slid down the door, pulled the white cotton coat tightly around her shoulders, and drifted off to a troubled sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18
A Little Cyberstalking 
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    Director McCullum paced behind his desk. Adele and Mr. Wolff were the only other people in the office, and they knew better than to speak.  
 
    “I agree, this is most distressing news and don’t think I don’t ken the true import of what’s happened.” The Director looked like he wanted to crush the cell phone he held to his ear in his beefy fist. “Thanks again, Shamus, I owe you a bottle of the good stuff for this.” 
 
    The Director put the phone on his desk. His scar stood livid across his face, and his jaw muscles pumped like a pair of misplaced hearts.  
 
    “That was Shamus McLauton at the Thirsty Ursisg. His news substantiates our worst fears.” The Director looked up at Adele as if seeing her for the first time. “Sorry, this business has left me a little flummoxed. I’ve forgotten my manners. How are you faring after your ordeal?” 
 
    “Okay I guess.” Adele shrugged and rubbed her eyes. 
 
    “He didn’t hurt you none?”  
 
    “Mostly I hurt my hands trying to get out,” she said, holding them up. They were still red and swollen.  
 
    “Get that looked at, will you?” When Adele nodded, the Director continued. “Now, where was I? Oh, yeah; as I was saying Shamus McLauton went back to town this morning on the Grendel. Claims he saw Vicente Zavala hightailing it off the ferry and up the dock as soon as the ramp was down. Looked like the Cardwell girl was there waiting for him, and they didn’t appear to be strangers. When they finally untangled, they headed toward Julian’s place.” 
 
     “Let’s go then. Get the police and find them before they sell the dZi or something,” Adele demanded, rushing for the door. 
 
    “Don’t get your panties in a twist, lass. Sit down. Even if we had a mind to, we can’t get to town till the ferry tomorrow.” The Director pointed for Adele to retake her seat. 
 
    “Julian Cardwell won’t sell your dZi, that’s one thing you can count on,” Mr. Wolff sounded certain, but Adele was anything but reassured. “And going to the police, or any authority, is the one thing we can’t do.” 
 
    “And why can’t we go to the police?” Adele turned to face her teacher. “From what I’ve learned, my dZi could be dangerous in the wrong hands.” 
 
    The Director leaned forward. “Lassie, the dZi is the reason we don’t go to the police. You may not have noticed, but you can’na just go to a mall and buy one. As for Julian Cardwell, that’s a long story.” 
 
    Adele sat down, hands folded neatly in her lap. “I’ve got time.” 
 
    “I’ll give you a little bit so as you can see what it is you’re up against.” The Director walked back to his chair and sat down, planting his elbows firmly on the desk. “Julian Cardwell was born in Canada — Victoria to be exact. Got his schooling in the States. Went as far as a Ph.D. in biology at Oregon, I think. Taught for a while and somehow, he became associated with the Foundation for the Study of Crypto-Zoological Entities. In spite of their impressive sounding moniker, they spend most of their time chasing Bigfoot or dreaming up conspiracy theories with the Roswell crowd.” 
 
    “Director,” Joseph Wolff broke in, “there are respected biologists that work with that foundation. They’ve collected good data on the Sasquatch and even the Chupracabra.”  
 
    “Aye, Joseph. I’ll grant that some of them have done good work, but for the most part, they’re nothing but a bunch of weekend weird-game hunters — and very good at self-promotion.” The Director rubbed his thumb against fingertips in the universal sign for cash. “That don’t mean they aren’t useful to have around. At times they may stumble across something valuable. There have even been times we’ve been known to use them to spread a little, eh — misinformation.” The Director’s eyes sparkled with the memory of some almost forgotten escapades. 
 
    “After a while, the foundation and Julian had a parting of the ways. Either they kicked him out or he left, heard it both ways. He moved here five years ago. Started one of those monster tour businesses — you know, running sight-seeing tours up to Loch Ness and playing on the odd bit of local lore. After he got settled, he started poking around; cornered some of our students in his shop once and gave them the third degree, he did. He’s got a wee boat called The Bigfoot or something. What is it, Joseph?”  
 
    “The Sasquatch. Named after the American version of the yeti,” Mr. Wolff answered.  
 
    “Ah, yes. For the last couple of years, Julian’s been sailing that Sasquatch of his around the island looking for a way into the castle.”  
 
     “The castle?” Adele repeated. “Why the castle? I’d think he’d want to get into here, where all . . . well . . . this is.”  
 
    “Ah, lassie. Did no one tell you of the history of the island or the Castle Beithir?”  
 
    Adele nodded, “I heard something about the castle and the fire when I first got here.” 
 
    “Then you know we’ve our own legendary beasties right here on Isle Fuath-Arrachd.” The Director looked like a young boy about to scare his little sister with a ghost story. “The Beithir ― a slimy, long-toothed beastie with a rather nasty disposition and a worse smell. It has a fondness for submerging his victims for a few days to tenderize them before feasting. ‘Tis what yon castle’s named after.”     
 
    “That’s what attacked the radar site on the island during the war,” Adele offered. 
 
    The Director thumped the desk with his burly fist. “Cardwell’s heard the stories too. Now he’s got the dZi, we can expect him to double his efforts. Who knows what havoc he can reap if he gets in?”  
 
    “The island looks pretty secure,” Adele piped in. “You said yourself this Cardwell guy’s been trying to get in for a couple of years without success.” 
 
    “Aye, but he’s got a personal side that — ” Director McCullum looked at Mr. Wolff as if he were searching for a clue on how to proceed.  
 
    “Let’s just say that there are more things in his past that connect him to the Institute than we would like.” Mr. Wolff added in a tone that told Adele that that was all she was going to hear on the subject at this meeting. 
 
    “And now that he’s got your dZi, he’s going to use Vicente to try to get the notoriety he craves. I tell you, Joseph, this cuts me to the bone.” The Director sat back heavily in his chair. “Took that boy in when his father died, raised him like my own. Can’t understand why he’d sell out to Cardwell.”  
 
    Mr. Wolff just shook his head. 
 
    “Joseph, how about you and me taking a look around? Could use a pair of fresh eyes to help me see what I’ve been missing all along.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Adele leaned over the desk. 
 
    “You!” The Director snapped. “I want you to return to your studies. HIMAL tells me you’re behind on a language arts paper and not doing so well in your history either.” 
 
    “But . . .” 
 
    “Don’t sass me, young lady. I’m the Director here!”  
 
    Adele sat back down in her chair. 
 
    “Sorry, din’na mean to sound so gruff.” Director McCullum took a deep breath. “I know you got a personal stake in this, but you best leave it to us. You got a job here, and that’s to get through your studies. If there’s any confrontation with Mr. Julian Cardwell or Vicente, we’ll be the ones doing it. You take my meaning, girl?”  
 
    Adele looked down at her lap and bit her lip to keep from saying something she would regret later. Finally, she gave a faint nod.  
 
    “Good.” The Director forced a smile. “You take off now. Joseph and I still have some things to talk over.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    Adele hit her landing, bounded inside, and went straight to the computer. “Go back to school, little girl,” she snipped. “Let the adults handle it.”  
 
    HIMAL came online, the cursor blinking expectantly.  
 
    “I don’t have the patience for this,” Adele mumbled. Her fingers flew over the keyboard ― HIMAL, go to voice recognition. 
 
    “Compliance,” HIMAL’s voice sounded almost cheerful. 
 
    “I want everything you’ve got on this Julian Cardwell over in Kirk Jormungand.”  
 
    “Files concerning Julian Cardwell are restricted.”  
 
    Adele muttered a curse. She had half expected an answer like that. “Okay, how about the Foundation for the Study of Crypto-Zoological Entities in Kirk Jormungand?” 
 
    “Files concerning the Foundation for Study of Crypto-Zoological Entities have been temporally placed off-limits to students.”  
 
    More curses issued from Adele. She dropped into her chair and typed a variety of inputs that she hoped would circumvent the information blackout Director McCullum had imposed. 
 
    “What good are you, HIMAL?” Adele said after more than a dozen tries ended in defeat. “You aren’t going to help me, are you?”  
 
    “I am only programmed to collate data, run functions per my programming and search databases within parameters set by the Director or other given authority. Helping or not helping is irrelevant to my utility.” Adele imagined she could detect a tone of sympathy in HIMAL’s otherwise emotionless voice. 
 
    “So, you’re not going to give me any information on the Cardwells?” 
 
    “Files containing data involving the Cardwell family and their activities are restricted.” 
 
    “So you told me already.” Adele sat back and frowned. She was missing something. “HIMAL, display text of my questions and your responses concerning Julian Cardwell and that foundation of his.”  
 
    She reread the conversation as it scrolled on the computer screen. Suddenly it hit her. “The data files are restricted,” she mumbled to herself. “Can you draw conclusions drawn from restricted data?”  
 
    “Restrictions have been placed only on first-order data concerning the Cardwells or their activities. No mention has been made on extrapolations on that data.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes.” Adele smiled. “HIMAL, what programs can you run on data contained within the restricted files?”  
 
    “I can report which files are restricted. I can enumerate reports citing data within these files. I can perform statistical analysis utilizing data within these files. I can enumerate — ” 
 
    “STOP!” Adele shouted at her computer. “Tell me about the statistical analysis. What can you give me?” 
 
    “I can run a variety of correlation analyses and include data from these files if the question does not require raw data or the principle included in the file. I can run probability analyses under the parameters listed above.” 
 
    “Okay, HIMAL . . . Where would I have the best chance of finding Julian or Aderyn Cardwell?” 
 
    “This function cannot be completed. Julian Cardwell and Aderyn Cardwell are principals in files with restricted access.” 
 
    Adele hissed. She tried to recall what the Director had said about the Cardwells. 
 
    “Display a list of the people or companies most likely to search for crypto-biological creatures in or around Kirk Jormungand.” Adele sat back and stared at the four entries that appeared on her screen. 
 
    Julian Cardwell, Crypto-Quest Guides, Ltd. –74% 
 
    Adam McBride, Ph.D. – 64%  
 
    John Adamson, Kirk Jormungand Legendary Tours –48 % 
 
    Shamus McLauton –27% 
 
    Adele’s eyes flashed back and forth between the first name on the list and that of Shamus McLauton.  
 
    “I’ll have to ask Shamus about this,” she muttered. “What is the address for Crypto-Quest Guides?” 
 
    “That information is located in restricted files”. 
 
    “Okay, HIMAL, play your little game,” Adele spat. “Please list the guide services in Kirk Jormungand running tours to Loch Ness, or local area legendary tours.”  
 
    Names and addresses appeared on the screen. Adele scanned the list until she found what she wanted, then quickly scribbled down the information.  
 
    “Now for the big one,” she said as she rubbed her hands together. “List the most probable locations a person searching for a Beithir would look.” 
 
    Various streams and lakes, Scottish central highlands – 87% –map by request 
 
    Catacombs in sub levels Castle Beithir –78% –architectural plans restricted  
 
    Tidal caves Isle Fuath-Arrachd –51% – map restricted 
 
    Tidal caves mainland coast east of Isle Fuath-Arrachd –21% –map by request. 
 
    Loch Ness –15% –map by request  
 
    Holly Loch –7%–map restricted  
 
    Adele scrolled back through the discourse with HIMAL, trying to digest the information and formulate a plan. After some minutes, she peeled back the tape over the camera port and smiled into it.  
 
    “Thanks, HIMAL.” 
 
    “Thanks are unnecessary. My function is to process inputs as per the parameters of my programming in order to provide information requested.”  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t have a cyber-relative somewhere named HAL?” Adele mused.  
 
    She sat back in her chair, anger seething within her gut — a lot of it directed at herself. The more she thought about it, the louder her pulse sounded in her ears. She didn’t hear the thump of someone arriving on her porch, nor the discreet “Ahem” that followed.  
 
    When Adele didn’t respond, the “Ahem” was repeated at added decibels, followed by Mary’s stern voice. “Adele, I know you’re in there. I overheard Veronica Tight-Bottom Wellesley telling one of the teachers that after your meeting with the Director, you rushed out of his office like you was on a mission to kill someone. I thought you might need a mate about now.” 
 
    Adele slid the curtain aside a couple of inches and motioned Mary inside with a jerk of her head. Mary entered, took in Adele at her desk, and then looked around the room as if she were searching for something.  
 
    “I don’t know if I shouldn’t be a little disappointed. I was half expecting to see you in camouflage heading off island on some fool commando raid of your own. But here you sit, doing your homework like a good little . . .” Mary’s voice trailed off as she read the lines on the computer screen. “What’s this?” 
 
    Adele didn’t answer, and Mary rolled her eyes and pushed past her to read. When she finished the page, she stroked the touch screen, dragging more of Adele’s recent interaction with HIMAL into view.  
 
    “What’s your business with this Julian Cardwell?” Mary tapped a finger on the screen. “You may not know it, but he and that Crypto-Quest place of his have been on the Institute’s blacklist since before I got here. Director thinks he’s out to make himself a name by exposing the Institute. So, what’s he got to do with Vin — hey, wait a minute. You don’t think ―” 
 
    Adele nodded. “Director told me. They’re in it together.”  
 
    “You tell me you’re planning to take them on by your lonesome girl and I’ll tell you any good sense you ever had just left for the Never-Never, girl.” Mary paced the confines of Adele’s small room. “Unless I miss my guess, the Director and most of the Institute are working to get your dZi back. Without it, Vicente and this Cardwell bloke got nothing. What do you think you can do except get in their way?”  
 
    Adele was tight lipped. Instinctively, her hand searched the line of her collarbone for the familiar, comforting touch of her father’s dZi. Instead she found only a line of crusty, dried blood where the thong had rubbed her skin when Vicente pulled the dZi from around her neck.  
 
    “I don’t just want my dZi back.” Adele pinned Mary in place with her intense glare. “Vicente made me help him take it. I want him to know that it’s me that’s taking it back.” Adele went on to tell her friend about how Vicente had lured her to the cellar storage room and then took her dZi like she was a helpless child. 
 
    Mary gave a low whistle and held up her hand. “Girl, you got reason for payback.” 
 
    “Mary, I need your help!” Adele gave her friend a look like a pleading puppy. 
 
    “There you go. I knew you was going to say that. Me auntie warned me. You yanks get a wild hair and then there’s just no putting you off.” Mary stood up and put her hand on Adele’s shoulder. “Maybe I been away from ‘stralia so long I lost my bush sense — but I’m in, all the way.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘all the way’?” 
 
    “I told you before, I’m your partner; like in those cinema westerns — your sidekick.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. I’ll probably get in big trouble, maybe even expelled.” Adele protested. “I just had to tell someone! I figured you’d understand and give me your support, but that’s all.”  
 
    “Okay,” Mary said, a look of exaggerated grief on her face, “if you don’t want my help, I’ll go. I thought we was mates.”  
 
    “Mary, stop!” Adele snapped. “It’s not that. You’ve been my friend since I got here. I just don’t want you getting into trouble for my . . . Yank wild-haired ideas. That’s why I should do it alone.” 
 
    “Don’t you know, wild-haired ideas is ‘stralian for something too good to pass up.” 
 
    “But you don’t even know what I’m planning.”  
 
    “Don’t matter. You’re going after your dZi and rubbing Vicente’s nose in it. I’m thinking there’s already some idea growing in that spiky head.” Mary paused, her white teeth in a wide smile. “All I have to do is make sure you plan something that’s possible.” 
 
    “The Director figured this Cardwell guy wants to capture some kind of creature as a quick way into the headlines. Somehow he’s convinced Vicente to help him.” Adele explained. 
 
    “Ain’t no secret there,” Mary broke in. “Rumors that he’s been cozy with Aderyn Cardwell been floating around for about a year. Only one hasn’t wanted to hear a word on the matter is Chelsea, blind as a bat that one.” 
 
    Adele ruminated on Mary’s revelation for a moment.  
 
    “Vicente’s convinced that with enough time he can open a Portal, that’s why he stole my dZi. And the nearest Portal they can be sure about is right here under Castle Beithir.” Adele smiled. “Elementary, my dear Watson.” 
 
    Mary shook her head. “Elementary or not, you’re still goin’a need help.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19
A Broken Shutter 
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    Adele was chilled to the bone. A series of winter storms had lashed the Scottish coast over the last several weeks, isolating those at the Institute as effectively as if they had been inmates on Alcatraz Island. Even though the dome was climate controlled, the thought of the storm outside brought goosebumps to her arms and legs. 
 
    She sat at her computer, going through the motions of the interactive study program that HIMAL had insisted she complete over the midterm break. Every time she had tried to access information that would help in her quest to retrieve her dZi, HIMAL’s response would inevitably follow: Be advised that midterm testing begins February 21st. You have yet to complete study modules in . . . The list of modules in which she was delinquent roughly equaled the number of days she had till testing began.  
 
    She keyed in answers for the last three questions in her geometry module and hit the ENTER button.  
 
    HIMAL immediately responded: Your overall geometry module score was 93.5%. Do you wish to work through the problems that you answered incorrectly? 
 
    Adele typed: No.  
 
    Immediate feedback is a primary tenet in the educational process. A prompt review of incorrect answers will enhance the learning process and help ensure― 
 
    NO! I am giving you the same answer to the same question that you asked at the end of the Scottish History, Western Civilization, English Composition, and all the other modules so far. Get it into your programming that this is the answer that I will always give!!!!!!!!!!!!!  
 
     Adele felt a little better, even if the target of her vitriol was only a collection of circuit boards and memory drives. 
 
    The cursor flashed on the screen. HIMAL’s responses were usually instantaneous, and Adele had the absurd notion that she had hurt the machine’s feelings. She was glad that HIMAL insisted that teaching modules be completed through textual interaction rather than vocally. Her answers through the keyboard invariably contained fewer expletives than her vocal interactions. 
 
    I have accessed the next module, Intermediate General Science. Do you need refresher materials and/or tutorials, or do you prefer to proceed straight to testing? 
 
    Adele breathed a sigh of relief. She didn’t need someone or something else coming down on her at this point.  
 
    Why don’t you take a break for about 15 minutes, HIMAL? I’m going to run a search. Please activate voice recognition. 
 
    She leaned back and waited. A message in blood-red font appeared on her monitor, informing her that HIMAL had been instructed to curtail her internet searches for any topic unrelated to her school projects.  
 
    “How can you do that?” Adele shouted at the screen. 
 
    “A simple algorithm.” HIMAL’s verbal reply was even and unemotional. “I have access to all your scholastic materials and assignments. I simply cross-reference your internet request with your current course database, and if there isn’t a better than 95% correlation, your search will be denied.”  
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” Adele wanted to kick something — so she did. Her backpack happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, and Adele’s foot sent it through the curtained entrance. 
 
    When she realized what she had done, she cringed and held her breath for a count of ten.  
 
    Mary’s Australian twang rang from the other side of the curtains. “Damn, girl! If you don’t want company, hang a blooming sign.” 
 
    The backpack poked around the curtain and waved like a flag of surrender.  
 
    “Come on in, Mary,” Adele said sheepishly. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Aw, ain’t nothing, worse stuff falls from the south end of vultures migrating north in ‘stralia.” 
 
    In spite of her dark mood, Adele had to smile.  
 
    “What was that all about?” Mary handed Adele her backpack.  
 
    Adele told her about HIMAL’s proscription on non-academic internet searches.  
 
    “Yeah, I kinda guessed that would be coming.” Mary flipped back on Adele’s bed, then reached into a pocket of her coveralls and handed a flash drive to Adele.  
 
    “What’s this?”  
 
    “I knew you needed to figure how and when Vicente and this Julian person are coming here. So, plug it in and see.” 
 
    Before Adele plugged the drive in, she entered a few commands from the keyboard. 
 
    “What you doing?” Mary asked. 
 
    “Getting out of the network. I’ve a feeling that HIMAL shouldn’t be seeing what you got on this thing.” Adele hit ENTER. 
 
    “How you know HIMAL’s not looking anyway? Just because it says you’re offline doesn’t mean you’re really offline. Besides, HIMAL helped me get this stuff, so he probably knows what we’re up to.” 
 
    Adele scrolled through the documents encoded on the flash drive with growing amazement.  
 
    “Blueprints? I didn’t know ancient castles even had blueprints. HIMAL helped you get these? How? I’ve been trying since we got back, but all I get is study modules.” 
 
    “HIMAL can be your best mate if you just keep up with your courses — some kind of prime directive in the programming or something. Plus, I’m sneakier than you.” 
 
    “How’d you know I was looking for this?” Adele was incredulous. 
 
    “Don’t you know? We Koori got magical powers. Pick them up on walkabout. When you been long time alone in the bush, you start to see things.” Mary’s eyes got all wide and she started swaying side to side making ghostly Oooooh sounds. 
 
    “Okay, you’re not going to tell me, I get it. But . . . Castle Beithir’s substructure and sea level caverns. You got to be magic to get this stuff from HIMAL.” 
 
    “Nah. I just developed a thirst for knowledge about ‘the history of indoor plumbing and sewage disposal in Scottish castles.’ Then my curiosity naturally shifted to ‘military damage to civilian structures during World War II,’ and wouldn’t you know it, up popped military damage reports including those for Castle Beithir. Those are archeological blueprints if you must know. There’s pictures too.” Popping off the bed, Mary leaned over Adele’s shoulder and tapped the screen a few times. An official-looking document flashed onto the screen. 
 
    “Army’s very thorough,” Adele said, after flipping through a few pages.  
 
    “More likely they wanted to document the reparations, so Sir Douglas couldn’t claim more damage if things dragged on a bit.” Mary clicked through more pages, stopping at a diagram. “This is interesting. Here, in this corner — see, the floor collapsed right above one of the caverns. The diagram shows it’s one of those that run out to sea. But I found a gap in the report. More than twenty meters of castle substructure are never mentioned.” 
 
    Adele flipped through the images. Damage to the basement and subbasements were meticulously detailed, often going on for ten pages or more of text and diagrams. Mary was right. The damage to that one corner was only documented at ground level.  
 
    Adele looked at Mary with a gleam in her eye. “I think we should follow your history lesson with a little field trip.”  
 
    ****** 
 
    “But Ms. Wellesley, I thought the Institute was all about perfecting our talents. We’ve done all the climbs on the wall in the Tlachtli.” Adele turned to Mary, who nodded in agreement, partially dislodging her climbing helmet. “We need to get outside in the elements and experience the real thing — that’s what the Sergeant-Major says all the time.”  
 
    “I’m sorry. Institute rules clearly state that first- and second-year students are not to be allowed free access to Institute grounds without supervision.” The corners of Veronica Wellesley’s mouth arced condescendingly. “I’m sure this prohibition would apply to you, Ms. de Saint Claire, even if you were a fourth year.” 
 
    “That’s it then,” Mary said with a sigh and a twinkle in her eye. “I guess we got to try Plan B.”  
 
    “Plan B?” Adele repeated, frowning. 
 
    “Yeah, mate. Don’t you remember? The guys’ digs are cut right into the side of a cliff, so they get ta scamper up and down rock all day. That’s why they take to Sergeant-Major’s little excursions better’n we do. I know some blokes from back home who’d be more than happy to sneak couple of sheilas in for some extracurricular activities.” 
 
     Adele kept her expression carefully neutral, though she couldn’t prevent her lips from opening slightly in surprise. Ms. Wellesley, on the other hand, looked positively apoplectic. 
 
    “Ms. Noonuccal,” she snapped. “We have strict rules. Special permission is required for opposite-gender dormitory space visitation.” 
 
    After a moment of flustered thought, she continued, “There might be a way for you to proceed with your original plan after all. If you could get an instructor to recommend, in writing, your excursions, a waiver could be granted. If you can secure such a request, come and see me. And no more talk of forays into the male dormitory.”  
 
    As Ms. Wellesley stomped away, Adele muttered admiringly, “The boys’ dorm? Mary Noonuccal, you’re a bloody genius.”  
 
    Mary swept a deep bow. “Now all we got’ ta do is get that letter from Sergeant-Major.” And with that, Mary’s smile vanished along with the air of confidence she had had all morning.  
 
    ****** 
 
    Permission for their excursion did not come easy from Sergeant-Major.  
 
    “Think you’re ready for an unsupervised, outdoor climb, do you? Well, we’ll see about that . . .” Sergeant-Major said with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    Using strips of colored duct-tape he marked out a route on the Tlachtli climbing wall that left both girls dangling from their self-belay devices on more than one occasion. Just when they thought they had failed, Sergeant-Major admitted that they had done better than expected and added that even he would have trouble making it over an overhang forty feet above the Tlachtli floor.  
 
    The final straw came when Mary brought up Plan B. At first Adele thought she had made a mistake when the Sergeant-Major smiled at her suggestion and muttered something about escape and evasion training. But his face turned somber and he muttered, “That would never do,” before agreeing to their request. 
 
    “Finally,” Mary muttered as she and Adele headed back to their dorm. “The field trip is a go!”  
 
    But the next day, Sergeant-Major met them at the front door — without their signed recommendation. 
 
    “But Sergeant-Major, I thought you said we could go climb outdoors,” Adele protested. 
 
    “So I did, and so you can, but not without me on the first trip,” he said, shepherding them out the door. They ended up at a secluded corner of the island where a freestanding group of boulders stood, none more than fifteen feet high.  
 
    “This here is my very own work out area,” he offered with a grandiose sweep of his hand. 
 
    Adele was underwhelmed and said so. “It’s not very high.” 
 
    Sergeant-Major just smirked and shook his head. “Ah, it’s going up like a monkey in a tree you be wanting — climbing’s more than just going vertical. You need to develop technique. These wee pieces of stone’s for what we call bouldering. There’s a bit of everything here. Over there’s a 5.8 overhang and just past it is a bit of crack you can scuff your knuckles on.  
 
    “I’ll make a deal with you,” Sergeant-Major said as he slipped on a pair of climbing shoes he had retrieved from a back pocket. “When you can do this, I’ll give you free passes to climb anywhere.” 
 
    He sprang to the rock and scurried laterally along the face like a spider on steroids. He reached the overhang, carefully positioned his hands and feet into a low crouch, and in an instant uncoiled like a massive spring, vaulting over the rock lip and landing on the thin ledge above. Without stopping, he shuffled sideways a few yards, wedged his toes and fingers into a vertical crack, and descended to ground level.  
 
    Sergeant-Major O’Callaghan’s feet had barely touched ground before Adele was on the rock. The holds were massive — she would have less trouble climbing her stairway back home. She scanned the rock to her right. Smudges of white chalk on the dark rock marked the holds the Sergeant-Major had used. 
 
    “Piece of cake,” Adele shifted to a new set of holds. The grip wasn’t as good, and the stone slick in the damp air; still, her grip was solid. She was just beginning to wonder how to make it look difficult when she realized her reach wasn’t quite long enough for the next hold. She lunged for a faint white smear, but all her cold-numbed fingers found was slick rock.  
 
    With a thud, Adele landed on the grassy loam. Her tailbone throbbed — it was bruised but not as much as her pride.  
 
    A pair of stocky legs appeared at her side, and the Sergeant-Major’s amused voice boomed down. “When you make a mistake here, you may bruise your bony arse, but you don’t break nothing.”  
 
    The rest of the morning was spent gaining pointers on recognizing holds in a way that allowed a smooth transition along the rock. By the end of the session, a very cold and very sore Adele and Mary hobbled after the quick marching Sergeant-Major, having only made it an arm’s width past where Adele had first fallen.  
 
    ****** 
 
    The next few days were stormy. Adele had nothing else to do but study and nurse her backside. With a freshly developed sense of purpose, she holed up in her treetop abode attacking the study modules.  
 
    Late one afternoon Adele finished the last few questions on parliamentary government and sent her answers to HIMAL with a precise poke at the ENTER button. Instead of the usual tally of her score and the universal, and always ignored, offer to review incorrectly answered questions, a message appeared: 
 
    Mary Noonuccal sends:  
 
    We have a break in the weather. I need to get some exercise and would like to go climbing. If you do too, reply via network. HIMAL will deliver this message if he considers your progress, in his words, “far enough that a successful completion of the academic requirements is probable.” If you get this message, we know HIMAL will allow us to go.  
 
    Adele went to her window and pulled back the screen. Sunlight slanting through the crystal dome overhead spilled into the room, and a sudden surge of cabin fever washed over her. She grabbed her bag of gear from under the bed and stopped only long enough to send Mary a short response. 
 
    No one gave Adele and Mary a second look as they sprinted to the Institute front door in their cold-weather climbing tights and hooded jackets. Outdoor activities were common enough, and the only thing that might have raised an eyebrow was the lateness of the afternoon. 
 
    “HIMAL ― Mary Noonuccal and Adele de Saint Claire to exit for climbing practice as per permission granted by Instructor Patrick O’Callaghan,” Adele shouted without breaking stride. 
 
    “I’ve been expecting you both,” HIMAL buzzed. “The hour is a little late. Sunset is in fifty-seven minutes. Temperature now seven degrees Celsius and is projected to drop one-point-four degrees by sunset at which time temperature drop rate will increase. Tactile, strength and agility will be adversely — ” 
 
    “HIMAL. We don’t need a lecture on physiology. We want to stress ourselves under adverse conditions, but we need you to open the door before the cold gets too adverse for us to leave. Got it?” Mary stomped to keep her feet warmed up. 
 
    “Compliance.” The door swung open and the pair walked through. 
 
    “Stress ourselves under adverse conditions?” An incredulous Adele said once they were outside. 
 
    “No worries, mate. It’s what Sergeant-Major always emphasizes,” Mary said as she raced ahead. “Just in case he hears we been out, we’ve got a good excuse, I’d say.” 
 
    They arrived at the rock outcropping and made a few halfhearted attempts at traversing the wall. When the sun became a fuzzy orange ball just above the horizon, they gathered up their things and sprinted to the ruins of Castle Beithir. 
 
    “I heard a fourth-year talking about an older brother who found a way into the castle. Said some of the window shutters on the far side are loose,” Mary explained. 
 
    “What did they find? Did they get down to the sublevels? Were there caverns that connected to the sea?”  
 
    “Easy, easy. They found nothing but dust and ruin and a big room full of bats.”  
 
    “I’d feel better if they’d explored a bit and found some catacombs or something. I’d sure hate to go through all this for nothing.” Adele leaned against the uneven wall of the old castle to catch her breath. 
 
    “One thing at a time, mate. Just worry about getting in before we go exploring.”  
 
    They reached the first window. It was higher above the ground than either could reach. 
 
    “Well, what do we do now?” Mary said with a shrug. “Do I stand on your shoulders or you on mine?” 
 
    “Neither,” Adele replied. She pressed close to the wall, tested a mortar joint with the toe of her climbing shoe, wedged some fingers in a joint as high as she could reach, lifted herself off the ground, and began to scale the wall. In less than a minute, she stepped onto the wide stone sill. 
 
    “Sergeant-Major is a better teacher than even he knows,” Adele laughed as she shinnied along the ledge, poking and prying at the stout shutters as she went. “Guess this isn’t the loose one,” she said after she failed to find any opening. “I don’t suppose that fourth year told you which windows were loose.” 
 
    “No, all I know is that it was on this side. They been here since the castle burned during the war, you’d think they’d all be loose by now.” Mary stamped and wrapped her arms around herself against the chill. 
 
    “We’ll have to try them all, I guess. One more thing — do you have any ideas how I get down from here?” 
 
    “Just jump, the grass is pretty soft and — ” Mary’s suggestion was cut off by a thud and a “Woomph ” as Adele landed in a sprawling, three-point touchdown in front of her.  
 
    “I guess you Aussies have a different definition of soft.” Adele got up and brushed herself off. 
 
    Mary tried the next window. She had a little trouble on the way up, but Adele’s firm hand on her backside stabilized her until she could find a handhold that worked.  
 
    “Thought for a moment we’d end up like you and Simon on the side of that cliff.” Mary called down from the ledge. 
 
    “Please, my dignity can take only so much,” Adele said in disgust. 
 
    This window, too, was firmly secured. Mary dismounted with much more grace than Adele, landing cat-like on her two feet.  
 
    The third window turned out to be the one. The fading light made it difficult for Adele to find good holds, so it took a little longer to get onto the sill, but years of weather and corrosive sea spray had weakened some screws around one of the fittings. Within seconds she had inserted her arm behind the shutter past her elbow.  
 
    “Mary! Got it! If I move over — ” she began, just as a flashlight beam appeared below her.  
 
     “Who goes there!” a voice demanded from behind the flashlight. 
 
    Startled, Adele lost her footing and, grabbing desperately for the shutter, tumbled through the window. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20
Where the Rats Are 
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    It took Adele a moment to orient herself. The surface she was lying on was cold, hard, and gritty. The air smelled of dust with a faint tinge of burnt wood. There was a pile of what felt like moldering wood next to her that must have broken her fall. She sat up and winced — her shoulder throbbed where she’d landed on it. 
 
    Hearing muffled voices from outside, Adele tried to respond. “I’m okay,” she called up at the shuttered window. Realizing that Mary probably couldn’t hear her, Adele got up and pried open the damaged edge. 
 
    “ — just us!” Mary was shouting. 
 
    “Who’s us? I only see you.” A man’s voice filtered through the crack; its familiarity tugged at Adele’s memory. Segway . . . Cedric . . . “Sedgwick!” she said in triumph, cracking open the edge of the shutters again.  
 
    “Sorry.” Flashes of light shone through the opening as the flashlight beam searched the enclosed space. “Can’t say as I see that friend of yours. Where did you say she was?” 
 
    “She said that, er, she had to find a toilet.” 
 
    “There ain’t no bloody loo around here.” Sedgwick began flashing his light in all directions. 
 
    “I know!” Mary practically shouted. “Stop that. She went off to find some privacy, and she ain’t going to get any with you searching around with that torch of yours.” Mary headed back toward Sergeant-Major’s climbing rocks. “Now come with me, and we’ll see if we can find her. And for heaven’s sake, keep that light on the ground. I don’t want to see no full moon rising from behind no bushes.” 
 
    Adele breathed a sigh of relief; at least the old groundskeeper didn’t know where she was. With any luck, Mary would lead him away, so she could leave unobserved. She searched the waist of her climbing suit until she found the small utility carbineer she used to attach extra equipment from time to time. One end of the carabineer broadened to a cylinder which, when twisted ninety degrees, brought to life a small LED bulb. 
 
    “The Institute’s got great toys, but sometimes you just can’t live without REI,” Adele muttered appreciatively. Although the beam only pushed the darkness back a few yards, enough to see that the interior of the castle was in ruins, the apparent victim of an explosion that scorched the interior.  
 
    Her footsteps echoed off the distant walls as she approached a mysterious darkness in the middle of the floor. She almost reached the crumbling edge before she realized that the darkness was a roughly circular hole thirty feet across, which had collapsed into the basement. Her light penetrated just enough to make out a pile of debris on the stone floor below.  
 
    This is it! My fight starts here, and I’ll be ready for you this time, Vicente! The thought put the stamp of reality on what had been to this point just an academic exercise,  
 
    As quietly as she could, Adele returned to the window and levered the shutter open enough to exit onto the ledge. As she climbed down the wall, she could hear Mary carrying on in the distance:  
 
    “We ran out of stuff to climb in the gymnasium, so the Sergeant-Major gave us special instruction on his rock over there . . .”  
 
    “Yeah, I might believe you if that’s what you was doing.” Sedgwick pointed the flashlight beam straight in Mary’s eyes. 
 
    Adele thudded to a stop behind Mary and immediately became the focus of Sedgwick’s light. She squinted in the brightness and made a show of rubbing her hands and blowing on them. 
 
    “Guess we just lost track of time,” she said into the glare. 
 
    “Sun’s been down long enough. It’s too dark to be out here alone. Now gather your gear and head back. To be sure, I’ll be talking with Patrick O’Callaghan himself, so don’t be thinking I won’t be getting to the truth of the matter.” 
 
    Sedgwick stood there until Adele and Mary had packed up and started their trek toward the glowing domes of the Institute. Behind them, the flashlight beam played along the wall, stopping to make a complete circuit of each window frame. 
 
    “Think he’ll find anything?” Mary asked. 
 
    “Nah, corrosion’s deep. Everything looks solid on the surface. You got to climb up and pull on it to find a gap, and I don’t think Sedgwick’s up to that.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    With midterm tests complete and end-of-term tests a month away, academic pursuits returned to their less-than-all-consuming status. Having mastered, at least in theory, the fundamentals of rappelling, the students’ Spring was now devoted to water skills, such as kayaking — specifically ocean kayaking.  
 
    It took weeks of practice in the Institute pool before the Sergeant-Major deemed them ready for the real world and then, as on schedule the weather obliged with an overcast, windless day.  
 
    They launched from a gravelly beach a short jog from the ferry dock and paddled out to form a line a dozen or so boat lengths from shore. As the Sergeant-Major paddled his own watercraft along the line of kayaks, each wetsuit-garbed student dutifully rolled their kayaks over in the icy water and, seconds later, splashed upright as an initiation in the frigid bay.  
 
    When it came time for Simon to demonstrate his technique, Chelsea and one other upper-class student moved close. Simon rolled over, and for several seconds, only small ripples percolated around the plastic hull. The spotters edged closer. Like a sputtering outboard motor, Simon struggled to get enough bite with his paddle to push his scrawny self-upright. Finally, he burst out, saltwater streaming from his hair, and spouted a mouthful of the icy Atlantic at his would-be rescuers.  
 
    “All right now,” Sergeant-Major shouted. “It’s a calm day, and I want you to get a good feel for your wee plastic boats. You got three hours. Stay together and paddle round the island. Don’t be afraid to stretch your limits a little, but don’t do anything stupid either. I know that’ll be hard for some of you, so I’m sending some helpers along. Do what they tell you, and you’ll stay out of trouble.” 
 
    Chelsea headed off, followed by a line of brightly colored sea kayaks. Forty minutes later, they were bobbing at the base of the high, rock wall where Adele had rescued Simon. This side of the island faced seaward. Long swells gently undulated along the line of kayaks, lifting each one in turn and then hiding them in the depths of the trough.  
 
    “Don’t look so high from here,” Simon called from three kayaks back, his cold-bleached pallor tinted a faint green. 
 
    “That’s because the tide’s in.” Adele looked up at the cliff face, suppressing a shiver that had nothing to do with the chill of the water around her.  
 
    “Oh,” Simon replied. “Still, I wouldn’t mind a bit of solid rock under me right now.” 
 
    They paddled on to where the cliffs descended to sea level, becoming a jumble of barnacle covered hexagonal boulders washed by the ocean. As they gained confidence, the once timid students played chicken with waves as they flowed past partially submerged rocks close to shore.  
 
    Adele squinted thoughtfully at the island base trying to reconcile her mental image of the schematics she had seen with the cold, hard reality before her. A particularly large swell propelled her towards a shell-encrusted slab of basalt. She back-paddled for all she was worth, but she was no match for the power of the wave — all she could do was lean on her paddle and try to turn. The stone disappeared as the swell rose; Adele could almost feel the shells dig into her bottom as the kayak scraped over the mussel-encrusted rock.  
 
    Kah-thwump! The wave drove full force into the unyielding cliffs only to be turned back on itself in an explosive torrent of sound, spray, and surge.  Temporarily blinded by a blast of saltwater her tiny, fiberglass craft was spun around and carried headlong toward a jagged rock that looked for all the world like a breaching humpback whale.  
 
    There was no thought of fighting the swell  — Adele could only fight to stay upright so as to not be dragged face first into the rocks passing beneath her keel. At the last moment, she managed to dodge a bit sideways, then used her paddle to ease the impact. The side of the kayak scraped the rock with a sound like claws scratching a blackboard. Pieces of shattered barnacles and mussel shells peppered her arm as she reached out to push the rock away. Just as quickly, the wave receded, washing Adele away from the rock with the retreating surge. 
 
    Only when she reached her companions did Adele stop to assess the damage. Still shaking slightly, she rubbed her hand over the scarred surface, feeling for cracks. Several large gashes marred the glossy, yellow finish of her small craft but the hull was sound. As she moved her hand, a trail of red blood showed vividly against the bright finish. Adele hissed a series of expletives as she examined several shallow gashes running across her palm.  
 
    “What the hell were you doing in there?” Chelsea pulled up beside her and expertly back paddled to a stop with the bow of her kayak a few feet away. “You could’ve gotten ―”  
 
    The older girl stopped when she saw blood dripping from Adele’s hand. A quick dip of her paddle brought her within reach, and she grabbed Adele’s hand for closer inspection.  
 
    “You do this on the rocks in there?” 
 
    Adele jerked her hand back and hugged it to her chest. “Yeah, tried to keep from smashing the boat. The rock was covered by barnacles.” 
 
    Chelsea reached into the cockpit of her kayak and pulled out a plastic, waterproof box. She extracted a packet of gauze and a roll of spongy, rubber tape. 
 
    “Let me see.” Chelsea held out her hand.  
 
    Adele clutched her hand tighter to her chest, forcing a surge of blood to flow down her buoyancy vest.  
 
    “Come on, it’s really hard to clean blood out of the inside of one of those things.” Chelsea held out her hand. “Now give!” 
 
    Reluctantly Adele relinquished her injured hand, and Chelsea began covering the wounds.  
 
    “I wasn’t part of it.” Chelsea bit at the tape so she could tear it. “The theft. I didn’t even know he was planning anything — though I guess we know now why he didn’t bother trying to make that last score himself,” she finished dryly.  
 
    Adele’s hostile stare said more than any words she could mutter, and Chelsea’s face softened. 
 
    “I didn’t know a lot of things about Vicen — him.” Chelsea jerked a little too hard on the next layer of tape and Adele winced. “It doesn’t matter whether you believe me or not, but I just thought he was just trying to use your inexperience to hide his failure.”  
 
    Chelsea let go of Adele’s hand and packed away the first aid supplies. “I wrapped a few extra layers — you’ll need the padding to paddle back. Try to keep it as dry as you can. What were you doing in there anyway?” 
 
    Adele grabbed the paddle with her injured hand, testing the flexibility of the bandage and her grip on the wooden shaft. “I was just practicing maneuvering around rocks, and I misjudged the wave set,” she said. 
 
    “You should be careful,” Chelsea warned. “There’re caves around the base of the island. A big set of rollers could wash you in, and I’d probably have to go in and get what was left of you — and right now, I don’t feel like putting myself out that much for anyone.” 
 
    “You expect me to — ” 
 
    “I don’t expect anything,” Chelsea cut in, riveting Adele with a scowl of her own. “When you’re done with your little pity party, maybe you’ll realize that you weren’t the only person Vicente shafted that night. Friends of mine told me they saw him in Kirk Jormungand; hanging around that Aderyn Cardwell from that Foundation for Imaginary Monsters or whatever. I’d heard rumors but now I know―” 
 
    Adele’s pulse quickened, “why are you telling me this?”  
 
    “Look, I’m not going to apologize, and I don’t want to be your buddy. You’ve got no reason to trust me either, but Vicente played us both.” Chelsea spat out her former boyfriend’s name like it was a foul poison. “What is that Arab proverb —  ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend’?”  
 
    Chelsea pointed to an incoming wave set with a flick of her head. They both paddled to deeper water in silence.  She yelled to the other upper-class students to start herding the newbies together for the return trip. 
 
    “I don’t need another friend.” Resentment was still apparent in Adele’s voice. 
 
    “Then I’ll settle for being the enemy of my enemy is enough,” Chelsea replied, glancing back at the rocky shore. “As a peace offering, I’ll tell you that, just before he left, Vicente became obsessed with any caves that penetrate the island from sea-level.”  
 
    “What did you tell him?” Adele’s question came out sounding more eager than she wanted. 
 
    “I told him I’d spotted a few and showed him on a map?” 
 
    Chelsea grabbed Adele’s kayak to keep it from bumping hers. “The biggest is up there a bit. It’s high tide, and the entrance is underwater. It doesn’t have any kind of landing or dock around it, but the entrance is closed off by a rusted metal grate the Army put in after the radar station was destroyed.” 
 
     Adele made a mental note of where Chelsea had indicated as she pushed the boats apart.  
 
    Chelsea started paddling toward the rest of the class, which had moved almost out of sight. “You don’t have to trust me, you don’t have to like me, but I can be a big help. I know you and your Aussie friend are planning something and I want in,” Chelsea called back to Adele. “Come on, we’ve got to catch up.”  
 
    ****** 
 
    “I have it!” Adele was all smiles as she slid into the seat next to Mary. She laid her plate in front of her.  
 
    Mary backed her chair away, wrinkling her nose at Adele’s wrapped hand. “What is it, and is it contagious?” 
 
    Adele lowered her voice below the cafeteria noise level. “I know how Cardwell’s planning to get into the castle. When we were out on the ocean, Chelsea showed me a tunnel entrance on the lee side of the island. You can only get to it when the tide’s really low. Only the top foot or so was visible when we passed it and all that’s blocking it is this corroded metal grate.” 
 
    “And this helps us how?” Mary asked around a mouthful of food. “Even if you know the where, ya’ still got ‘a know when they’re going to turn up. We could run around this island for months, trying to catch him on his way in.” 
 
    Adele smiled in satisfaction. “But I do know.” 
 
    “And just how is that?”  
 
    “You told me.”  
 
    “Did I? Me brain must ‘a been walk-about ‘cause I don’t remember.” Mary stuffed another mouthful and waited for Adele to continue. 
 
    “Those military reports you gave me. Listen to this — all the disappearances and reports of strange creatures coincided with low tides during full moons. Every one of them. Like the night the castle was destroyed —  full moon, unusually low tide.” Adele stopped and looked at Mary expectantly. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, remember the diagrams of the castle and substructure? I’ll bet that missing part shows another room or a cavern under the castle, with a tunnel or something that connects it with the sea. There’s your link between low tides and the reports of strange creatures.” 
 
    Mary gave Adele her best get-to-the-point look. 
 
    “It gets better. When I was in the Grotto, Dr. Singh mentioned that the current solar maximum peaks on the equinox. Can you guess where I’m going with this?” Adele waited for Mary to acknowledge she was listening. “This solar max peaks at the same time as the full moon! Cardwell and Vicente — I’ll bet they’re going to be right-freaking-under the castle in three days.” 
 
    “That’s bonzer, mate! What are you going to do, paddle out on the equinox?”  
 
    “No. We’re going in through the castle, just like we planned.” Adele waved her hand as if she were trying to slap away Mary’s suggestion. “I’m not getting wet again if I can help it.”  
 
    “What’d you do to your hand?” 
 
    “I cut it on some barnacles.” 
 
    Mary cradled Adele’s injured hand in hers. “Your fingers are all red and puffy and… feel how hot they are. Have you done anything for these cuts?” 
 
    “I washed them with soap and water when I got back, then rewrapped the hand.” 
 
    Mary mumbled something unintelligible then squeezed Adele’s hand a little too forcefully. “Not good enough, not by a long shot. We got to get you to see Ms. Barra before that gets to be really bad. Come on.” And with that, she dragged Adele away from the table and the lunch she hadn’t touched. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21
The Herbarium Door 
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    Adele’s only visit to Gail Barra’s domain had been a cursory walk-through during her orientation. The upper-class student guiding her around had given it the uninspiring label of “the greenhouse” and was equally indifferent toward any of the functions or benefits of the humid, bright space. Adele left knowing only that “This is where they grow plants and things.”  
 
    Mary led the way through a revolving door, over which a redwood plank with burnt-in lettering proclaimed BARRA’S BOTANICAL PRESERVE. The air was warm and humid and smelled of turned earth. Adele’s sinuses welcomed the moisture and seemed to get clearer with every breath. The greenhouse domes were situated at the south end of the island for maximum sun exposure, and Adele squinted against the unaccustomed brightness.  
 
    “I don’t see anybody. Let’s go.” Adele turned toward the revolving door, but Mary grabbed her arm. 
 
    “Don’t be a dill. You need to have that hand seen to.” Mary moved off into the interior of the dome, pulling Adele behind her. “Mum Barra’s most always here. We’ll take a little tour till we run across her.”  
 
    The first dome mostly held plants of species commonly seen around the Institute. It was connected to two other domes by short, enclosed walkways.  
 
    “She’s not here,” Mary said once they reached the curving back wall. “Let’s try the one on the right.”  
 
    Mary led the way through the doorway. 
 
    “Wow!” Adele had never seen anything like this. The green was as thick as an Amazon rainforest, yet it was ordered in terraced containers. No space was wasted. Narrow walkways spidered between flats and tubs full of plants. Checking the labels, Adele saw that all of the plants were edible.  
 
    A few paces into the dome, a curtain of tomato vines gave Adele the sensation she was standing upside down on the ceiling. They grew downward from pots suspended fifteen feet off the ground. Branches spread along a wire net ending just above a line of potted dwarf fruit trees, all of which seemed to produce more fruit than tree. Flats of growing produce ascended, following the inward curve of the dome almost to the apex. Vines grew along cables running from floor to anchor points in the dome superstructure.  
 
    “Didn’t you ever wonder where the fresh produce came from this time of year?” Mary asked a dazzled Adele. 
 
    “No, I guess I didn’t. In the States we — ” 
 
    A crash followed by a woman’s voice articulating an unladylike sentiment came from a row of vines to the left. 
 
    “That’s her.” Grinning, Mary set off in the direction of the mutterings, and Adele followed. 
 
    Gail Barra was on one knee trying to salvage an overturned flat of what looked like blackberries. She gave the newcomers a cursory glance before returning to her task. 
 
    “Careful where you step, they’re spread out everywhere.” 
 
    Mary and Adele froze in place.  
 
    Ms. Barra rolled her eyes. “Don’t just stand there — grab one of those boxes and start picking up berries from your end. If you see any crushed ones, throw them into these pots with the vines growing out. We’d call these things weeds if the berry wasn’t good to eat. They grow anywhere and are the devil to stop once they get a foothold — or, I should say, a root hold.” She chuckled at her joke and went on.  
 
    “So many blasted thorns. They got thornless varieties now, but they don’t taste the same — besides, what are blackberries without thorns?” Ms. Barra pushed her glasses from the tip of her nose back onto her face and stood there as if expecting the two girls to say something.  
 
    Adele opened her mouth, then shut it again, half expecting another tidal wave of words. She put a last handful of spilled berries into the box and scooted it toward Ms. Barra with her foot, then got brave again.  
 
    “I was wondering — that is, I hurt my hand, and — ” 
 
    Mary, impatient as always, cut in. “We think it’s getting infected. You’re the closest thing we’ve got to a chemist, so we thought you’d take a look.” 
 
    Adele held out her injured hand. Ms. Barra removed the wrapping and inspected the lacerations and swollen fingers. 
 
    “Where’d you do this?” She peered over the glasses halfway down her nose.  
 
    “Other side of the island,” Adele said. The lacerations were bordered by bloated, corpse-white skin. The rest of her hand, from the wrist to fingertips, was angry red and swollen to the point that moving her fingers was difficult. At the sight of the wounds, her stomach rebelled, and Adele had to look away. She quickly described what had happened in the kayaking class, leaving out all mention of mysterious castle entrances or underground caves. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you scrubbed it out with iodine soap or put an antibiotic cream on it?” Ms. Barra said in a disapproving tone.  
 
    Adele shook her head. 
 
    Ms. Barra clucked like a mother hen. “I’ve seen worse, but not by much. You know they dump raw sewage into this bay, all those little towns. None of them are big enough for a proper treatment plant. Barnacles and mussels are filter feeders; they concentrate whatever’s floating by. No telling what kind of nasties they got. You come to the right place and none too soon. I got just the thing.” She set off at a brisk pace. “Come along. The herbs we need for this don’t grow here.” 
 
    The girls trotted after the surprisingly nimble teacher. 
 
    The third dome was arrayed like the second. Huge shelves stepped in columns up the interior of the north-facing portion of the dome. A substantial network of metal girders suspended each arching column of growing flats. Plastic tubes and copper piping ran along the scaffolding to deliver irrigation and fertilizer. Most of the vegetation was low growing, spreading horizontally rather than vertically.  
 
    Ms. Barra flitted to a couple of flats at ground level before climbing onto what resembled an old-time swing with a rigid, wooden seat. It was connected by a steel cable to a set of motorized rollers, which rode up and down a track attached to one of the support girders. The swing seat stopped adjacent to a fourth-level tray overflowing with a mossy, yellow flowering plant. Ms. Barra leaned out with practiced grace and plucked a branch. 
 
    “Makes me shivery in the backside just watching her.” Mary’s head was tilted so far back that Adele was sure she would topple backwards with the slightest breeze.  
 
    “Yeah, me too.” Adele shuddered.  
 
    Ms. Barra sprang from the seat before her feet touched the ground.  
 
    “Come along,” she chirped as she passed them. “We need one more ingredient; then I’ll show you how to make a poultice that will cure any infection, even that flesh-eating staphlo-whatever.” 
 
    She led them to a pile of rocks in the center of the dome and started carefully moving the stones around.  
 
    “Looking for lichen,” Ms. Barra explained with a half-smile, gesturing for Adele and Mary to help. “This one’s a little rough — orange-yellow with a blood-red border.”  
 
     Though they checked through stones ranging in size from a human hand to a man’s head, they had no luck.  
 
    She stood up with her hands pressing the small of her back and stretched. “No matter, it grows locally, so all we need is to scavenge.”  
 
    She led them to an area devoid of growing things along the outer periphery of the dome. A short, hatch-like door was situated at ground level. After a little manipulation, the door popped outward, driven by the slightly higher internal air pressure. 
 
    “I thought there was only one way out of the Institute,” Mary said, surprised. 
 
     “Oh, dear. Yes, I probably shouldn’t’ve shown you that. Technically you’re right. The Institute’s supposed to be sealed except for the front entrance, since unsupervised activities outside the domes are forbidden for students. But, you see, some of my plants do better in the wild. Sombra lichen’s one of them. This hatch was installed for repairs, but in all my days, no one’s used it, and it seems a waste to have to walk all the way around. It’s not in HIMAL’s database, so no one knows when I use it for my little forays.”  
 
    With a shrug, Ms. Barra ducked through the opening. After a few moments, her head reappeared, silhouetted against the outside glare. “I guess my secret’s safe with both of you. From what I hear, I don’t think you’ll be running to the Director with news of my little indiscretion.”  
 
    In unison, Adele and Mary drew a finger and thumb across their pursed lips and followed Ms. Barra into the open. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Mary carefully extended her right arm across the rock face. She stretched her fingertips, trying to gain another half inch, but as always it wasn’t enough.  
 
    “Damn!” she mumbled. “Looks like that mind-over-matter meditation stuff didn’t work. Haven’t grown a bit since the last time.”  
 
    Mary had tried this route along the base of the indoor climbing wall whenever she could. The concentration required to scurry across the wall helped her focus for the rest of the day. Every day she reached this point, and every day she tried to stretch to the next hold. The result was always the same — just short.  
 
    With her precarious grip on the practice wall secured by her left hand, she performed a literal leap of faith, releasing her hold in order to gain the inch or two necessary to grab the hold with her right hand. The physical price of failure was practically nonexistent: a short fall to foam mats below. Even so, she always experienced a quickening of her pulse and a tingling in her spine.  
 
    She coiled like a spring and pushed off. Her fingers passed over the familiar hold too fast for purchase, and she landed with a thud and a curse. 
 
    “Thought you’d get it through your thick skull that the laws of nature and the universe are against you making that,” Adele walked over and extended a helping hand. 
 
    “Guess I’m naturally a bit of an optimist — or just insane,” Mary replied. “Maybe you have to be one to be the other.” She searched the tangle of green and shadow that began two yards back from the wall. “Chelsea was supposed to meet us here five minutes ago. Something must’ve gone wrong.”  
 
    “Then we go just the two of us,” Adele replied. “That’s what we planned when we started anyway, right?” 
 
    “Right, you and I against Vicente and his new buddy, this Cardwell,” Mary said. “Sounded a lot more doable when this all started. I thought the Director and Mr. Wolff would catch them before we got this far. It’s been a couple of weeks since I even heard a rumor about anything happening, and now all that adventure we been planning is about to get real.” 
 
    “Now’s a fine time to tell me that you never intended to go through with this.” Adele’s smile was gone. 
 
    “No worries, mate. I wasn’t saying I was pulling out. Just that I kind of forgot that the definition of an adventure is someone else having a hard time.”  
 
    “We’re not going to fight them,” Adele coaxed. “We’re going to race in, grab the dZi, and . . . and . . . run like mad. They don’t know we’re coming and won’t be expecting us. We’ll think of something.” 
 
    Chelsea dropped next to Adele from the foliage above.  
 
    “Jeez!” Adele jumped back and teetered on one foot trying to recover her balance.  
 
    “Good thing you never went up against me in Ulama,” Chelsea gloated. “I’d have your sorry butt for breakfast.” 
 
    She unfastened her climbing gloves and carefully slid them into the thigh pouch sewn into her forest suit. “Sorry I’m late, but I took the liberty of getting a weather forecast, and it looks like Mother Nature’s going to come through for us.” Chelsea’s expression changed to one of concern. “I have just one question. How are we going to leave the Institute?” 
 
    Adele rubbed the poultice covering her wounded hand. “Already got that covered.”  
 
    ****** 
 
     “Just so we’re clear, I don’t want you here.” Adele turned for a short look at Chelsea, who was having trouble following as they wove around tubs, trays, and pots of foliage. “Vicente convinced me to join his little adventure, and now you’re forcing me to let you into mine. You’ll forgive me if I have trust issues.”  
 
    “Well, here’s something you can trust. I’ll report any suspicious activity I see that I’m not a part of — for your own safety, of course.”  
 
    Adele released the palm frond she’d been holding out of the way, and it snapped back into place; Chelsea ducked just in time. 
 
    “Oops,” Adele said, and Chelsea rolled her eyes.  
 
     “I’ve been here three years and never heard anything about a secret door to the outside,” Chelsea complained as they made their way around trays and pots of exotic plants.  
 
    “Hence secret,” Adele answered, stressing the last word. “I don’t think she’s told any of the other staff.” 
 
    “I don’t see why she showed — ”  
 
    A clod of soil exploded in front of the girls, followed by a garden trawl, which clanged off the floor and bounced away from Adele, almost hitting Chelsea. 
 
    “Dash it all!” The exclamation wafted from above her. They looked up to see a face near a planter box three levels above. “Ah, hello there. I didn’t know I had visitors.” Ms. Barra removed one pair of spectacles then fumbled for a second pair held by a cord around her neck.  
 
    “It’s Adele de Saint Claire, Ms. Barra. I’m here for my check-up on my hand.” She stuck out her wrapped hand as if she needed proof for her visit. 
 
    Gail Barra traversed the scaffolding like an agile monkey and alighted on the floor in no time. 
 
    “I’m just here with Adele,” Chelsea said in response to Ms. Barra’s quizzical, and why-are-you-here look. “I’ll just wait over there.” 
 
    “Be careful, some of those plants are carnivorous,” Ms. Barra said seriously. 
 
    Chelsea recoiled from the nearest tray which was abundant with spiked foliage, climbing vines, and yellow-orange flowers with blood-red, spiked stigma prominent in the centers. “Really?” 
 
    “No!” The word exploded from Ms. Barra with alarming force — all three girls jumped. “Those are medicinals from Peru. Just be careful you don’t eat any, and you’ll be okay. Let’s have a look.”  
 
    Ms. Barra took Adele’s wounded hand and deftly removed the wrappings. Adele noticed a pungent medicinal smell as she poked, prodded, and clucked. Thankfully her hand was normal sized, and a healthy pink was returning to her palm and fingers. The abrasions across her palm had closed nicely and were the darker red that indicated healthy healing. As curious as she was about her hand, Adele’s eyes kept returning to the rectangular metal frame on the wall behind Ms. Barra — the outline of the clandestine doorway.  
 
    Adele tried to signal Chelsea by rolling her eyes to the right of where they were standing. Chelsea finally took the hint but misinterpreted Adele’s signal and headed in the wrong direction.  
 
    “No!” Adele tried to pull back, but Ms. Barra had a firm grasp on her wrist. “Sorry, it’s, uh, tender there.” When the teacher looked back down, Adele indicated the other way with a jerk of her head. 
 
    “I was afraid of that,” Ms. Barra said in a clinical, matter-of-fact tone. “Nerves sometimes heal to excess. You’ve formed what’s called a neuroma, a knob of nerve tissue deep within the scar. It’s hypersensitive, and even the slightest pressure sets it off, like so . . .” 
 
    The pain was like an electric shock in the palm of her hand. “Hey!” Adele yowled for real this time, and there was no opposition when she snatched her hand back. 
 
    “You’ll have to be careful with that. The inflammation has aggravated the nerve, so anytime you put pressure on it, it’ll signal pain.” Ms. Barra walked over to an upright cabinet and opened the top. Dozens of square cubbyholes contained at least one container of some kind. She selected a small vial made from brown glass and topped with an eyedropper. “Here, hold this.” Ms. Barra turned back to the cabinet after assuring that Adele had a firm grasp on the bottle. 
 
    Behind Ms. Barra, Chelsea waved at Adele — she’d found the door. A few clanks and a high-pitched squeak filtered through the foliage to be added to the clink of glass bottles and the rustle of papers as Ms. Barra searched through the contents of the cabinet.  
 
     “Ah, yes, here you are,” she said when she produced a leather-bound book from the lower levels. Without looking up, she leafed through a few yellowed pages, her lips moving as she read, then she procured ingredients from several shelves. As she ground measured amounts of each together in an agate mortar and pestle, Adele could see Chelsea making her way back.  
 
    “The medicine in the bottle is powerful. One or two drops will anesthetize skin and deep tissues for several hours. Hopefully it will go deep enough to numb the nerve, so you can use your hand.” Ms. Barra added a few droppers full of the anesthetic to the mortar, mixed the contents, then scooped the gray paste into a shallow jar and handed it to Adele. “Rub a pea-sized amount of this on your scars every eight hours. Healing will speed up, and the neuroma should decrease markedly within a week. Do this for a month.”  
 
    Adele nodded. 
 
    “Good, be careful of the hand for the next week or so. Now, I’m to meet Director McCullum at the wharf in forty minutes, so if there are any problems they’ll have to wait till our return.” Ms. Barra looked like she wanted to say more but pursed her lips instead. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be careful,” Adele said. She turned to leave. 
 
    “Eh, Adele?”  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “That business with your father’s dZi. We all think you’ve done remarkably well trying to work around it.” 
 
    Adele was taken by surprise. No one had mentioned the issue since that night in the Director’s office. She nodded and forced a half smile. 
 
    “Have faith, there might be a . . .” Ms. Barra paused and looked at Chelsea, who was walking slowly up from behind Adele. “I’m sure that we will resolve this matter soon. Just make sure you don’t do anything rash in the meantime. Now get on with you.” 
 
    Questions burst into Adele’s head, but she couldn’t find the words. It was a moot point because seconds later, Ms. Barra was hurrying between the plants toward the exit. 
 
    “Well?” Adele asked before Ms. Barra’s silhouette had cleared the doorway.  
 
    “It’s there. Latches are in good order. It’ll be a piece of cake — except for one thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    “It’s locked. Probably be easier to bring in a torch and cut our way out.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22
The Cask in the Castle  
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    “The Director and Mr. Wolff are going after Vicente and your dZi right now,” Mary breathlessly told Adele when she caught up with her in the girls’ dome. 
 
    “What? How’d you know that?” 
 
    “It’s all over school. Classes canceled and the two of them off together. Don’t forget, tomorrow’s the equinox. What else can it mean?”  
 
    “How’d it get all over school?” Adele asked, sounding angry and frustrated. “I mean, what suddenly makes my affairs the center of attention around here?” 
 
    Mary gave her friend a look. “Mate. You ever get the feeling that your brain goes on walkabout without you? Just look at you — not only do you show up with your own dZi, but you’re the only student to have actually fought a dragon!”  
 
    “It was a Gargouille!” 
 
    “Don’t quibble. Now when you go and get your dZi pinched and spend the night in a freezer — ”  
 
    “Storeroom,” Adele insisted.  
 
    “Freezer sounds more dramatic.” Mary winked. “Anyway, after Vicente cops your dZi, he gives it to this flapper he’s been dallying with in town, who happens to be Julian Cardwell’s daughter, the very Julian Cardwell who’s been trying to get the goods on the school for, like, ever. You got ‘a admit, your life’s a bit more interesting than average, even around here.” 
 
    “You know, at my old school, kids used to talk about how Aster’s dad was caught bribing a senator, and Mariposa’s mom is the one who took the bribe. I mean, what do we have that can compete?” Adele said with a straight face. “We live in trees, have science labs with E.T. skin that will singe your eyebrows off, and some of us can open quantum worm holes to other planets with our brains. Really, no drama here at all by comparison. I can really see why they need to gossip about me.”  
 
     “No worries, mate,” Mary reassured her. “Won’t be but a memory next week, seeing as the Director and Mr. Wolff have gone to resolve the issue.”  
 
    “Ms. Barra’s gone too,” Adele added. 
 
    “No way! Our Ms. Barra, the mousy herbalist? You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “She left right after looking at my hand. Said she had to meet Director McCullum at the ferry. It’s no coincidence. They’re definitely going to intercept Vicente and Cardwell before they make it here tomorrow night.”  
 
    “Right-o! They’ll take care of the matter for us.” 
 
    Mary was right, of course. Against the three teachers, Cardwell and Vicente wouldn’t have a chance. Things would be set right, and she’d have her dZi back in no time. In spite of the logic, Adele still had the feeling that something was wrong. Mary seemed to sense Adele’s lack of optimism.  
 
    “What’s wrong? Thought you’d be glad to get your bauble back.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Mary. I want to get my dZi back, but . . . I can’t explain it. It just doesn’t feel right.”  
 
    “Feelings or no, there’s nothing we can do about it.” Mary’s tone was lighter and less skeptical than Adele’s. “Maybe after all you’re planning, you’re just a bit put out that it’s not you what’s settling up with Vicente.”  
 
    They reached the ladder to Adele’s arboreal abode. Adele winced when she grabbed a rung with her injured hand.  
 
    “Yeah, you might be right. I’ve been working on this too long just to let go,” Adele said as she applied some of the anesthetic to her palm. She tested her hand on the ladder with less painful results. “Come on up and have a game of cards.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    The first thing Adele noticed was an URGENT MESSAGE notice flashing on her computer screen. She sat down at the keyboard with Mary looking over her shoulder. 
 
    “What’s so important, HIMAL?”  
 
    “I have a message routed to you. It was tagged URGENT upon arrival, and I compute from the content that the information may be time sensitive.”  
 
    “Okay — give me the message.”  
 
    “‘Sasquatch has left his lair. The tides run by the light of tonight’s moon.’” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “There is nothing else.” 
 
    “Who sent the message?” 
 
    “The message was originally addressed to Director McCullum with a secondary recipient of Professor Wolff. Neither the primary nor the secondary are on the island. Since the content was not designated For Eyes Only, and my programming discerned the content is somewhat urgent, albeit oblique, as well as time sensitive, I activated a subroutine that allowed me to disseminate the information to where it would have the highest probability of action being taken as intended by the initiator. Of late, your inquiries have the highest correlation to the message content. I therefore forwarded the message to you. The direct answer to your question is that the author is anonymous.” 
 
    “Come off it, HIMAL. You can backtrack where the message came from,” Adele said. 
 
    “My capabilities are irrelevant. By direction, the origin of the message remains anonymous.”  
 
    Mary frowned. “What does that mean? This ‘Sasquatch has left its lair’ thing?”  
 
    “Cardwell’s boat. It’s called The Sasquatch.” 
 
    “Then that would mean . . .” 
 
    “Yeah, Cardwell probably knew the Director would be on to him, so he pushed off a day early.” Adele bit her lip as she stared at the computer screen. “HIMAL, bring up the local tide charts for this evening.” Adele scanned the tide table on the screen. “Tide will only be two inches higher and forty-one minutes earlier than tomorrow. He can do whatever it is he’s up to and be back in town tomorrow with no one the wiser. I’ll bet Cardwell planned this all along.” 
 
    She bit her lip in thought. “You gather up the plans and tell Chelsea that we’ll meet at the Herbarium at 1900 hours. 
 
    Adele stared at her laptop. The screen still displayed numbers indicating high and low tides, black characters against a powder-blue background.  
 
    “So, your programming allows you to forward messages to me when necessary, huh, HIMAL?” Adele looked toward her curtained doorway. “Thanks, Sobo.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    “Looks like the cast from a Gardening with Ninjas TV show,” Adele said as she walked into the darkened Herbarium entrance. Like Adele, Mary and Chelsea were dressed in their nonreflective gray jungle suits. Each suit was fitted with thigh pouches, which contained the ultra-gripping climbing gloves and shoes so useful for ascending trees even when no branches were available for holds. An additional waist pack provided storage of additional items — in this night’s case, headlight batteries.  
 
    Chelsea caught her reflection in a glass pane and turned sideways with a dark expression on her face. “I look like that cartoon tire guy in the Michelin commercials.” 
 
    “I was thinking Pillsbury Doughboy,” Mary offered from behind. 
 
    “What’s with the watch cap, Aussie?” Chelsea responded. “Makes you look like a black mushroom stretched over steel wool. Couldn’t you just knit that mop of hair into a hat? At least it would have fit your head.”  
 
     “‘Stralia’s a tad warmer than here,” Mary replied. “Need it to pull over my ears so as they don’t freeze off.” 
 
    Adele started as music began to blare from the adjacent dome.  
 
    “No worries,” Mary said in a half whisper. “That’s only some third years finishing a late-night botany project. I guess they thought with Ms. Barra gone, the studying would go better with a mass of tunes.” 
 
     “Should make our little caper easier…what?” Simon’s voice floated from directly behind Adele.  
 
    She jumped. “Simon, what are you doing here?”  
 
    “Just a little payback, love.” Simon’s crooked smile appeared yellow in the half-light. “Chelsea there reminded me of the ob’ you planted on me back there on the cliff, and she won’t let me rest comfortable till it’s paid back.”  
 
    “I did what?” Adele almost shouted. 
 
    “Quiet love, you’ll disturb their studying.” Simon’s eyes shifted toward the doorway to the other dome. “You planted an ob’ — an obligation, a debt of honor on me. This is no little thing that can be cleared with a thank you kindly and a tip of me hat.” 
 
    “Oh, great. Now I got to deal with some London street-gang honor thing.” Adele threw her hands in the air. 
 
    “It’s Cheswick, not London, and we weren’t some bloody street gang.”  
 
     “Okay, Cheswick, whatever.” Adele raised an eyebrow. “Look, Simon, I think we’ve got this covered. Thanks for the thought, but — ” 
 
    “But you don’t have it covered,” Chelsea cut in. “You seem to have forgotten that this back door of yours is locked.” 
 
    “We didn’t forget,” Mary said, grinning — there was a low hiss, and a blowtorch lit up the room. 
 
    “Where did you — never mind,” Chelsea said, shaking her head. “What are you going to do with that? Cut the lock off, cut the door out? You don’t think someone will notice that?” 
 
    “But you said — ” 
 
    “You’re hopeless,” Chelsea interrupted again. She walked to Simon, put her hand to the back of his neck, and ushered him to the middle of the group. “Simon here was a man of many talents before he came here.”  
 
    “What you mean was?” Simon objected. 
 
     “He tells me he can get us out and back without anyone knowing,” Chelsea continued as if there were no interruption.  
 
    “And I can do it before you burn this place down.” Simon produced a leather pouch and opened it. Inside was an assortment of screwdrivers and wires bent into various shapes.  
 
    “Tell me again why you want to join our crusade.” Adele stepped between Simon and the hatch to the outside. “What do you get out of it?” 
 
    “My honor, got ‘a be repaid in kind or I can never lift me head back home.”  
 
     “You mean this is going to go until you save my life?” Adele said with an air of incredulity. 
 
    “Something like it,” Simon responded.  
 
    “And I want his help.” Chelsea scowled at Adele. “Our odds are better if Simon’s with us. And just remember what I said would happen if I don’t like the odds and bail.” 
 
    Adele shook her head in resignation. “A blackmailer and a safecracker. All we need is a catchy name to put on the wanted posters.” 
 
     They made their way to the back of the medicinal dome. Simon went to work on the lock. After three minutes and several off-color cockney phrases, the latches were unlocked. A soft hiss preceded the squeak of metal hinges.  
 
    With a look of deep disappointment, Mary tucked the blow torch back into her pouch. 
 
    In seconds they were outside. Simon found a small stone and wedged the door slightly open.  
 
    “Don’t want to get stuck outside,” he said to the impatient faces turned his way.  
 
    In silence, they crossed the uneven ground between the domes and the castle. The sun had set, leaving only the faintest glow on the western horizon. Moonlight now crested the distant hills of the mainland, illuminating prominent features while leaving dips and hollows in blackness. They ran single file, trying to keep in the shadows as much as possible. The wall with the broken window was in deep shadow when they gathered at the castle.  
 
    “What’s that?” Mary asked, pointing around the edge of the castle at what appeared to be a flashlight playing along the perimeter wall some distance away. 
 
    “Ol’ Sedgwick making his rounds,” Simon said in a low voice. “Pinched me when I first got here.” Simon looked around as if to see if anyone else was listening. “Caught me out of bounds. I’d just ducked into this little brick building round the side of the castle to get out of the wind just before he came by. Bloody Sedgwick gave me the choice of staying there overnight or going up before the Director.” 
 
    “What’d you choose?” Adele asked.  
 
    “You kidding? That little house weren’t so bad — he gave me a blanket and waited till morning to tell me it used to be a privy.” 
 
    In spite of their desire for stealth, Adele and Chelsea snorted in laughter while Mary just mumbled about her auntie being right about white folk in general.  
 
    “Do you think he’s coming this way?” Adele whispered after the commotion died. 
 
    “Nah, appears he’s moving away from us. We should be good for a time . . . if we don’t make too much noise.”  
 
    A few minutes later they reached the relative invisibility of the shadowed wall. 
 
    “Okay, Simon, you wanted to help, here’s your chance. We’ll boost you up there, and you can use those skills to open that window. Up you go,” Mary whispered into the darkness.  
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Simon,” Mary whispered a little louder. “Simon, where the devil are you?” 
 
    “Here, behind you.”  
 
    Mary jumped. “Jeez, Simon! Don’t do that!” Mary fought to keep her voice down. “Where were you?” 
 
    “Sorry. I was looking for another door. Have you tried the other side? Maybe there’s a door to the basement,” Simon responded. 
 
    “Krikie, Simon, I thought this would be just like back home for you.”  
 
    “Never was much of a second-story man, always preferred to keep me feet — ugh . . .” 
 
    Without a word, Chelsea and Mary had boosted Simon up and onto the window ledge. After a check on Sedgwick’s position, they tossed Simon a small flashlight.  
 
    “There’s some give to the shutter on the right,” Adele called to Simon. “You just have to — ” 
 
    She broke off as a pair of metallic clicks broke the stillness, and the shutters swung open. 
 
    “Not bad, Cheswick.” 
 
    Chelsea boosted the other two up. Mary and Adele appeared at the ledge and each extended an arm down. Chelsea ignored their offer at assistance and expertly scaled the rough rock wall on her own.  
 
    Inside now, they closed the shutter and switched on their headlamps. The illumination diffused into the empty, black space of the burnt-out castle. Scorched beams and other debris littered the stone floor.  
 
    “I heard the stories, but I didn’t think it would be like this.” Awe and concern filled Simon’s voice. “The scorching and the like. I always pictured those Beithir as ugly water beasties, like carnivorous sea cows. Never did picture them as fire breathers.” 
 
    “They aren’t,” Chelsea replied. “Back in World War II, the army took the place over for their radar, remember? They had to have a big generator for power and fuel to run it. That’s where the fire came from.” 
 
    “Ah, I feel better now.” Sarcasm was apparent in Simon’s voice. “No fire breathers, just something that can take on the army, blow up a castle, and get clean away.” 
 
    “And how do you know it got away?” Mary asked. 
 
    “The bloody corpse of some unknown creature in the burnt-out rubble is so commonplace that it wouldn’t bear reporting? For my money, we’d know about it.”  
 
    “There were rumors,” Mary responded. “The fishermen in town — ” 
 
    “Maybe I should have brought marshmallows,” Adele interjected. “We could all sit around and tell ghost stories.” 
 
    “All I’m saying is have you considered what we could be facing if Vicente and Cardwell manage to open the Portal before we get there?”  
 
    Adele shivered. She’d ignored this angle, focused as she’d been on her dad’s dZi. The Institute was the one place she’d actually found friends, and that had given her confidence — she looked around at her little breaking and entering team — maybe a little too much confidence. Her grip tightened on what might have been a chair in a former life; it exploded in a shower of wood shards. 
 
    Mary raised an eyebrow. “You okay?” 
 
    “Awesome,” Adele said, and pressed on. 
 
    Wordlessly, they converged on the point where the floor opened up, their headlights illuminating the pile of rubble at the bottom of the dark pit. 
 
    “Looks like our way down. Find something to tie off to,” Adele said as she opened her bag and removed two coils of climbing rope.  
 
    “Over here,” Chelsea called from partway around the twenty-foot-wide hole. Part of a wall had been destroyed, leaving a row of studs thicker than her thigh protruding from the floor. She threw all her weight against one charred stud.  
 
    “Well-anchored and solid,” she said, wiping soot from her hands.  
 
    Each rope was secured to a separate stud. Mary slipped into her harness and then stepped in front of Adele, who was reaching for a line. “You can take a turn later, dearie. Let us have some fun for a change.” Without further discussion, Mary threaded her figure-of-eight belaying device onto one of the lines and worked her way over the edge. The others scooted to the opening and peered over. Beams from their headlamps formed faint cones of brightness in the dust that had been kicked up by their activity. 
 
    “Careful going over the edge,” Mary called back. “There’s some broken timbers that can give you a nasty scrape if you’re careless.” 
 
    As Mary descended, the chaos cluttering the level below became better illuminated. Beams, stones, and other debris from the floors above radiated for ten feet from a pile of rubble directly beneath the hole in the floor. Almost at ground level, Mary kicked at a mass of broken wooden beams. She swung in a wide arc, letting the line out rapidly and landing in a clear patch at the edge of the debris field, her headlight bouncing as she touched down. 
 
    “Okay. Send down the gear,” she shouted, shading her eyes from the glare of the headlamps above.  
 
    Gear bags were lowered, and Simon followed. As soon as he hit the ground, the others descended, each on her own line. 
 
     “Let’s hook up our ascenders in case we have to make a quick getaway.” Adele passed out the ratcheting devices she had retrieved from one of the duffels. 
 
    “If you know of any danger you haven’t been telling the rest of us, now would be a good time,” Simon grumbled. He began to test his ascender by stepping into the foot straps and swinging from a mound of bricks. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about, Simon. Just your typical haunted castle ghoulies,” Mary called in a spooky voice. “Okay, Adele, what’s next?”  
 
    “There must be a level below this one,” Adele answered. “Medieval records show a dungeon connected to the sea. Later documents have it connected by a hidden passage to the castle. I think . . .” She started fishing for her phone, which contained the collection of maps and plans that Mary had downloaded.  
 
    “Over here,” Mary called from halfway across the basement floor.  
 
    “Over here what?” Simon asked as he walked behind Mary. His headlamp played across the remnants of a huge pile of wine casks, large and small, which covered most of one wall. He stopped at one barrel with no apparent damage and pounded experimentally on the wooden end. 
 
    “Pity,” he said as the barrel echoed hollowly. “We could’ve had quite a bash. Okay, Adele, where’s this secret passage of yours?”  
 
    “The old records had it somewhere along this wall. It must be hidden or covered by debris or something.” Adele’s voice echoed in the cavernous darkness. 
 
     “Bloody butler. A ruined old castle and now a secret passage in a wine cellar. I feel like I’m in an old-time mystery movie.” Simon grinned as he rummaged through the wreckage of a ceiling-high wooden frame once piled with wine barrels. 
 
    “This is something they don’t tell you about the Institute,” Chelsea said from a row of intact wine casks that stood at least a foot taller than she was. “It looks like the castle was once a monastery.”  
 
    “What?” Adele and Mary asked in unison. 
 
    “These barrels are all labeled with little brass plaques. Look, right here. There’s CHATEAU MARQUEE DE MON VERDUNN and next to it is one labeled CAVE BEITHIR — CRUOR MONASTERIENSE. Sounds like this was a cave belonging to Cruor Monastery.”  
 
    In an instant, Adele was next to Chelsea with Mary close on her heels. She fingered the plaque, then did a top-to-bottom inspection of the cask. Although weathered, it seemed in remarkably good condition given the state of the other wooden containers. 
 
    “Actually, love, it’s a mixture of French and Latin,” Simon said from behind them all. “Forgive me doubting you. I think Chelsea may have stumbled on what we are looking for.” He worked his way to the cask and inspected the brass plaque. “C-A-V-E in French is kah-vay. A basement or wine cellar. Cruor Monasteriense has nothing to do with a monastery. It means blood of the monster or blood of the beast.”  
 
    Simon turned to see his friends staring at him.  
 
    “Don’t let the accent fool you. Me mother tried educating her son to be a proper Victorian gentleman. ‘Fraid I disappointed her a bit. But it did come in handy for a job or two when we pinched — ” Simon stopped and looked a little sheepish. “Sorry, me past got the better of me there.” 
 
    Adele took off her headlamp and rubbed a sore spot on her forehead. The light played across the floor at a lower angle, illuminating a pair of shallow furrows that led away from the cask.  
 
    “Hey, look at this.” She knelt to sweep away some debris before gently blowing a layer of dust from the stone. “Something’s worn these grooves in the floor. Help me to move the cask.”  
 
    It took a few minutes to remove the clutter from around the cask. Adele gave Simon a boost, so he could get to the top of the oak barrel, which was taller than either one of them. Once there, he wormed his slim frame back as far as he could. He dug a red folding knife from a pouch in his forest suit. 
 
    “Looks like a seam here I can work the blade in. I think we can lever it to separate two halves of the barrel,” Simon called from astride the cask. 
 
    The others scavenged lengths of planking and were soon hard at work, wedging them under the cask and prying at all angles. After a few minutes, there was a loud crack followed by a scraping noise and a hiss. Simon tumbled to the floor, uttering Cockney phrases that carried universal meaning in any language.  
 
    A faint wisp of escaping air brought a dank, musky odor to the atmosphere around the cask.  
 
    “Come on now; let’s push her open.” Simon’s accent came on strong as he directed the placement of levers.  
 
    Adele felt a shiver of excitement as the side of the barrel came loose — inside, blackness extended beyond where the back of the cask should be. 
 
    “Good work, Simon. Never would have thought to look inside a barrel.”  
 
    One by one, they entered the cask.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23
The Beithir 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    A shaft descended from the back. This time, Adele led the way. The stairway descended straight for ten steps, then began to spiral to the right. Adele could stand upright but only because she had forgone her signature spiked hairdo for tonight’s foray. The passage was only wide enough for her to extend her elbows to each side. The walls were surprisingly smooth and slick with humidity. 
 
     “Never did like tight places,” Chelsea said from the back of the pack. 
 
    Finally, the stairway opened into a dark hallway. Adele estimated that the spiral had wound around three times and that they had descended more than thirty feet.  
 
    “What is this place?” Mary’s voice echoed off the walls. 
 
    “Dungeon, by the looks of it,” Chelsea answered. Her headlamp illuminated what appeared to be a doorway branching from the tunnel six feet ahead. The grain of the wooden door had deepened with age, and the iron fittings were heavily rusted.  
 
    Mary pushed on the door, but it wouldn’t budge.  
 
    “Looks like wood’s swelled shut,” she said. “Feels like you could put your hand right through it, though, if you pushed hard enough.” 
 
    Mary’s remark proved well-founded. None of the other seven wooden doors along the corridor were intact. Each appeared to have been violently pushed by someone — or something — that not only shattered the wood but also bent the iron hinges and fittings that had held them in place. Splintered wood littered the cold stone floor.  
 
    “Look at that — the wood’s busted. They must’ve wanted to get out pretty bad,” Mary said as she inspected the second to last doorway on the row.  
 
    Chelsea peeked in as she walked toward the back of the room. “Can’t say I blame them. That stone bed carved into the back wall is hardly big enough for Mary to lie down, and the cell’s only a few paces wide in any direction. Only four steps to the door? I’d freak for sure — nothing could keep me.”  
 
    “Well, whatever did this wanted in, not out,” Adele countered. “Look at the debris, it scattered into the room — not out into the hallway.”  
 
    “I’ll bet whatever did it came through here.” Simon stood at the last doorway off the end of the corridor.  
 
    The others squeezed into the opening, adding their illumination to Adele’s headlamp. The room was several times larger than any of the cells. Even so, it was no larger than a good-sized bedroom.  
 
    “I can guess what this room was for,” Simon said.  
 
     His light shone on a table with a large drum at one end. A bit of rotten rope looped around the drum and attached to iron fittings. Next to the table were the remains of a wooden chair with corroded iron loops fastened to the armrests and front legs. Chains with arm and leg bindings were closely spaced along an entire wall. Rust streaked down the wall wherever the chain and rock made contact. Rubble dominated the left rear corner, where a floor-to-ceiling hole opened into blackness.  
 
    “I guess we go through there,” Adele said, pointing to the breach in the rear wall. She took a moment to collect her courage and set off through the torture room, taking the utmost care to avoid touching anything. Mary and Chelsea followed close behind and in short order joined Adele and Simon at the base of the rubble pile. 
 
    “The sooner you get through this, the sooner we put it behind us,” Adele called back to Simon, who was still reluctant to venture beyond the doorway. 
 
    “Yeah, you may not’ve heard the news, but the Inquisition ended a few years back,” Mary chided. 
 
     “Make way!” Simon said as he raced past the others, topped the debris mound, and disappeared from sight.  
 
    “Come on!” Mary called and they all mobbed after Simon. 
 
    The tunnel dropped at a steep angle. They caught up with Simon on a short landing at the edge of a natural basalt grotto ten feet high and twice as wide. The once jagged lava had been smoothed by water and time. The opening into the grotto ran the width of the landing but was less than waist high. A drop of just over a yard terminated in a jumble of wet rocks covered in rust brown slime.  
 
     “It looks like the floor slopes off to the left. That should lead to the sea, so I guess we go right,” Adele ventured. 
 
    “Agreed,” Chelsea said. “From the looks of the barnacles on the walls, most of this cave fills with sea water at high tide.” She looked at her smart phone. “Looks like the tide will shortly turn. I wouldn’t want to have to fight a current to come back here.”  
 
     “Maybe someone should stay behind to mark the passage. Be awfully easy to miss this tiny hole in the dark,” Simon said as he backed to the wall and pushed his pack onto the floor of the passage they had just come from.  
 
    Mary moved next to Simon, took off her pack, and reached inside. 
 
    “My ancestors did some rummaging in caves. This is how they found their way back to the real world.” Mary slapped the dark grotto wall. When she removed her hand, a white chalk handprint was vivid against the dark rock.  
 
     “There, we’ve left our bread crumb. Now let’s go.” She grabbed her pack and moved to join Adele, who was gingerly picking her way through the cavern on all fours. As they worked their way along the cavern, the ceiling gradually lowered so that after a few minutes all were walking stooped over. 
 
    “Bloody hell!” Simon blurted out. “Bad enough to get me feet and hands slimed, but now me head’s getting it too.” 
 
    “Hush, Simon,” Adele hissed. 
 
    “Don’t be telling me to shush. I can state me mind — ” 
 
    “Simon!” Adele said harshly. “Shut up and listen, would you?” 
 
    Thirty seconds of silence was broken by Simon’s sarcastic voice. “Ah, it’s the ocean again.” 
 
    “That’s not the ocean,” Chelsea said with authority. 
 
     The group edged around a kink in the passage. The walls and ceiling constricted further.  
 
    Adele stopped to take several deep breaths. “Sorry, it’s getting a little hard to breathe. Does anyone else get the feeling that these walls are closing in?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, it is getting a little close in here,” Chelsea agreed. 
 
    “I think you both watched too many horror flicks when you were kids,” Simon scolded. “Just keep going and stop thinking.”  
 
     Just before they were forced to crawl, the passage opened to a larger tunnel. The steady throb of an engine hummed much louder.  
 
    “See, not the ocean,” Chelsea reiterated with satisfaction. “It is probably one of the drainage outflow tunnels. We’ve reached a sewer, and Vicente’s here. Just as I knew he would be.” Chelsea rubbed her hand over the obviously worked wall. 
 
    “Yeah, well, that makes me evening. We’re in a bloody cesspit. Could’ve stayed home for this.” Simon wiped his hands vigorously on his pants. “My luck, we’ll probably end up on the downside of the Director’s loo.” 
 
    “If you two geniuses are through discussing your toilet training, you might notice there’s light down here,” Adele said, shutting off her headlight. Their eyes adjusted quickly, and soon they could see the end of the tunnel, faintly illuminated.  
 
    “Lights, generator,” Mary said. “Looks like your gut was spot on.” 
 
    The tunnel broadened into a large, sloping room carved from solid rock. Inside, there was enough light to make headlamps unnecessary.  
 
    Adele gathered the others around her. “The light’s coming from the other end. It’s hidden behind a couple of rock columns to the right. Looks like we can stay in shadow most of the way. I think someone should stay here — the tide will start coming in soon, and we don’t want to be caught without a way out.” 
 
    Everyone looked at Simon.  
 
    “What?” he said, feigning surprise. “I ain’t staying behind just when things are getting good. Besides, you might need someone with me talents to pinch your dZi.”  
 
    Adele looked from face to face, seeing the look of determination in each one.  
 
    “What the heck.” Adele’s eyes met each of her friend’s. “Let’s have a look.” 
 
    They scrambled up a short, rocky incline and sprinted soundlessly across a floor that was smooth with regular, straight fissures as if it were composed of large slabs of cut stone. They passed a half-dozen columns regularly spaced throughout the open area and finally hid behind one that seemed to grow from the floor and merge seamlessly with the ceiling. Adele crept ahead for a quick look.                
 
    “There’s a flat layer of quartz inset in that wall — it’s a Portal Matrix for sure,” she reported when she got back. “They got banks of lights on both sides and some kind of camera set up. Power lines run off to that tunnel on the left where the generator is running. Cardwell and Vicente probably came in that way.” 
 
    “Any sign of Vicente?” Chelsea asked. 
 
    Adele shook her head. 
 
    “What now?” Simon asked. 
 
    Adele had no idea. She had been so focused on getting here that she hadn’t given much thought to what she would do when she finally confronted Vicente and Cardwell. 
 
    “Depends on what they’re doing,” she said, trying to buy some thinking time. 
 
    A curse in an unfamiliar female voice followed by a sound like metal scraping on rock saved Adele from further questions. The generator coughed and sputtered. The light dimmed, flickered, then brightened again as the generator regained its regular rhythm.  
 
    Mary disappeared around the column for an instant, then reappeared. “A man and girl about our age. I’m guessing it’s Cardwell and his daughter. Two of them and four of us — good odds, I’d say.” 
 
    “Okay, here’s the plan. Mary, you hang back, kind of in reserve. If any of us get into trouble, do whatever you think best. If we’ve got to get out fast, shine a light or something to show us which way to run.” 
 
    “Why do I have to miss out on the fun?” Mary pouted. 
 
    “Look, I’m making this up as I go.” Adele lowered her voice and took Mary aside. “I probably missed something along the way, and I don’t want to get us all killed. You’re the only one I trust to keep a cool head and jump in if things get dicey. Please.” 
 
    “All right, mate, your game.” Mary scooted back into the cavern and was lost to view within an instant. 
 
    “Simon and I are going to circle to the left and grab the dZi when they’re not looking . . .” Adele started. 
 
    “I ain’t the type for no physical stuff,” Simon hedged. “I don’t do a job ‘cept it involves finesse.”  
 
    “Okay, help me finesse my dZi back from Cardwell and that will go a long way towards resolving that ob’ thing. Show me what you’re made of,” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Not made of nothing what belongs in the bloody sewers,” Simon muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Chelsea, use your instincts. I might need a diversion.” Adele looked at Chelsea, whose attention was riveted on Julian Cardwell’s daughter.  
 
    “I’m going after that rat Vicente.” Determination was strong in Chelsea’s voice. 
 
    “But my — ” 
 
    “But nothing. I told you that I had my own reasons for coming along. If I can remember any of that taekwondo Mom made me take as a kid, Vicente won’t be a problem, and you and Simon should be able to get in and get out just fine. Call Mary back if you can’t do it alone.” In an instant, only blackness remained where Chelsea had stood. 
 
    “She don’t even know where he is,” Simon said in a hushed voice.  
 
    “Wouldn’t surprise me if she could sniff him out. Come on.” Adele dashed around the pillar, and Simon bolted to catch up.  
 
    Two banks of floodlights were mounted on tripods in front of what looked like a very large, velvety white plasma TV inset into the body of the wall. The sight of the quartz slab with its glittering, metallic inclusions drove a shiver of dread down Adele’s back.  
 
    “Blimey, that thing don’t look too dangerous,” Simon whispered to Adele. “Wouldn’t mind carving a piece out to hang over me mantel.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t think so if you saw it in action,” Adele whispered back. 
 
    A tall, lanky man wearing a red baseball cap waved his arms back and forth in front of the quartz panel. Adele and Simon froze when he turned in their direction. After a moment, he walked to a camera tripod mounted in front of the Matrix, where the girl was making last-minute adjustments.  
 
    “Okay, Dad, it’s focused so we can see the whole thing.”  
 
    “Very good, Aderyn; can you zoom in from there if needed?” Cardwell asked. When she nodded, he returned to the panel.  
 
    “Can’t see us in the shadows with all that light in his eyes,” Simon whispered to Adele. 
 
    Adele ignored him; she was focused on Cardwell, who made a few sweeping gestures with his right arm then stood back. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Simon whispered. 
 
    Adele shushed him. She had just noticed that the dazzling white of the polished quartz had acquired an aquamarine hue. In the harsh, bright light it was hard to see, but the more she looked the more convinced she was that the bluish tint was there. Cardwell swept his arm across the white surface once again, and again there was no response. 
 
    Adele grabbed Simon’s shoulder and pulled him, so his ear was next to her mouth. “Looks like he’s not going to wait for Vicente. He’s trying to use my dZi to try to open the Portal himself.” 
 
    “Can he do it?” Simon sounded as if he was reconsidering the wisdom of being at Adele’s side right now. 
 
    “As far as I know he’s not an Adept.”  
 
    They watched Cardwell make a couple more sweeps with his arm across the white surface before shrugging in frustration.  
 
    “Looks like Vicente might be right. I can’t make this talisman do anything.” He walked back to the camera, inspected the display, then put the dZi down on an aluminum case next to the camera tripod. “He’ll get his chance when he gets back. Where is he anyway? The zodiac’s not that far away.” 
 
    “Mentioned he was hungry,” Aderyn offered. “Probably figured that as long as he was getting fuel for the generator, he’d grab a snack.” 
 
    “Hope he has the sense to bring us something too.” Julian put his hand to his stomach and turned to face the wall.  
 
    Adele surged toward the tripod but was stopped by Simon’s surprisingly strong grip on her elbow. 
 
    “Not yet,” he mouthed then crouched closer to the floor. 
 
    Cardwell turned back around and made one final adjustment to the camera before moving back to the wall, holding what looked like a cordless microphone. 
 
    “Take five. Cavern at sea level below Castle Beithir with exposed quartz panel measuring approximately five and a half meters wide by three and a half meters tall at the widest points; vernal equinox minus one, moon phase full minus one. Twenty-three minutes of passing the de Saint Claire talisman over the surface of the quartz slab appears to have little or no effect on the matrix of the stone. A faint glow was present upon our arrival. From what my associate has told me about such phenomena, I hypothesize this to be in response to high atmospheric energy levels resulting from solar flare activity. Even though further manipulation has failed to amplify the intensity or bring other changes, I expect dramatic results when the talisman is manipulated by someone who has received the proper training. Training, jealously kept from humanity by the Institute, we are here to unmask.”  
 
    Cardwell went on narrating, speculating on various legends and their relationship with the glowing stone behind him. Simon started to move forward. This time it was Adele who held him back. 
 
    “I’m going to do this,” she mouthed to him while pointing to her own chest. Reluctantly, Simon nodded, and then gestured to her to keep low. Adele crept closer.  
 
    “. . . initiated light energy, which seemed to emanate from within the substance of the quartz. This is consistent with other Portal legends, such as the classical legend of La Porte des serviteurs du Maudit, which describes a portal, or doorway that opens ‘the gates of hell when God hammers the earth, and thunder drives the strongest men mad.’ I believe that this is a reference to lightning as a source of energy. Other legends, primarily from high northern latitudes, describe talismans that open portals when the fires dance in the skies, an obvious reference to the aurora. . .”  
 
    As Adele watched, she got the feeling that there was something familiar about the man lecturing in front of the camera. His practiced delivery reminded her of narrators on the Discovery Channel, but that wasn’t it. During a pause in the action, he stepped to the side of the glare of the lights. In the shadow, the white and blue B on his faded red baseball cap stood out.  
 
    The Thirsty Ursisg, Adele remembered. Her grandmother had taken her there when they first got off the train. A man sat at the bar in the shadows, his interest in them subtle but clear. Adele remembered thinking it odd that a man would be wearing a Boston Red Socks cap in a Scottish bar. So why was he there? To pump Shamus for information on the Institute — or was there more? 
 
    Cardwell moved back into the light. Aderyn followed her father’s movements with the camera as he turned toward the stone surface and swept his arm in an arc. “. . . Movements like such. Why don’t I demonstrate?”  
 
    Adele seized her opportunity — stepping from the shadows, she darted to the tripod where her dZi lay, inches from Aderyn’s left hand — just as Cardwell turned back toward her.  
 
    For an instant, Adele and Cardwell made eye contact — she could sense Aderyn’s surprise and confusion as she turned to see Adele at her side. But Adele’s eyes never left his. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he spluttered.  
 
     Adele pushed Aderyn to the floor, then grabbed her dZi. As she turned for the shadows, an unexpected hand grabbed her arm. She tried to twist free, but her right foot caught one of the electrical cables, and she sprawled on the cave floor. Before Adele could get up, a muscular arm encircled her waist and dragged her into the glare.  
 
    “Give that back, you little thief!” Vicente grabbed at Adele’s hand and wrestled for the dZi. 
 
    “It’s mine!” Adele screamed. She clutched the dZi tighter and rolled into a ball, hiding the amulet close to her stomach. 
 
    Vicente grabbed her shoulders, pulling her upright before pushing her against the wall hard enough to knock the wind from her. He began to pry her hand like a diver opening an oyster. Just then, Simon grabbed one of the tripods and pushed it towards Cardwell, who was moving in to join the struggle. Cardwell ducked and rolled just as the floodlights crashed into the softly glowing quartz wall.  
 
    There was an audible crack and sizzle. Glass globes shattered, and sparks arced from the exposed filaments to the face of the quartz. The other floodlight dimmed, and the steady cadence of the generator deepened as the power was sucked up by a new source — the Portal Matrix. 
 
    Glowing power radiated through the gold and silver filaments within the quartz, coursing throughout the stone until the whole Matrix was charged and glowing a deep violet-blue. 
 
    “Oh, crap,” Adele muttered. She elbowed Vicente in the gut hard enough to get a temporary reprieve from his viselike grip and slipped sideways along the smooth coolness of the quartz wall. 
 
    Vicente straightened and moved toward Adele like a viper that had missed its first strike and was determined not to miss again. He gripped her closed fist and tightened; surprised and in pain, Adele tried to wrench herself free, but he slammed her knuckles onto the glowing quartz. Eyes watering from the impact, Adele felt the dZi surge with power. Her vision phased out, and for an instant, she had the impression she was falling down a swirling, black tunnel. Within her cupped hand, the dZi felt as if it were molten.  
 
    “No!” she shouted. Her whole being rebelled. “You’re not going to use me again.”  
 
    Gritting her teeth, she reached out to the Portal with her mind, imagined herself gripping the edges and forcing it shut like the door of a safe. For an instant, she felt the spinning wormhole collapsing in on itself, but then with a roar, another mind muscled it back open — Vicente, aided by the extra power from the generator. Adele cried out and tried again, but the opportunity was gone, it was too late — no matter how much she fought it, she could feel the void blossoming into being. It was as if she were a helpless passenger on a ship sinking into the depths. 
 
    Suddenly through her clouded vision, Adele saw an arm snake across Vicente’s throat, and he was jerked back in a flurry of curses. He pulled Adele’s arm with him, flinging the dZi into the darkness. Even without the dZi nearby, the cyclone continued to grow — and not just in Adele’s mind. Within the milky quartz, a swirling tunnel into the nothingness grew, surrounded by a vortex of violet-blue light.  
 
    As Cardwell sprinted after the dZi, Simon disentangled himself from a furious Aderyn and tackled him at the waist. Adele heard Simon’s “Yesss!” turn abruptly to “Oh, crappers” as Cardwell turned on him — Adele didn’t see what happened, but a second later, Simon crashed through the camera tripod, arms and legs flailing. The unfortunate Aderyn was sent sprawling when Simon slammed into her and ended up lying dazed on the cavern floor.  
 
    Adele ran to her friend and pulled him to his feet. 
 
    “Strong bugger, that,” Simon said as he rubbed the shoulder that had taken down the tripod. “I’m okay.” 
 
    The remaining light bank dimmed to a deep brownish-yellow, and the generator churned still louder.  
 
    “That can’t be good,” Adele guessed. “Help Chelsea — I’m going after my dZi.” She pushed Simon toward Chelsea, who was losing her struggle with Vicente, then headed toward where a flashlight beam was probing the dark cavern floor. Adele reached to turn on her headlamp, but all she found was her naked forehead. She squinted when Julian’s flashlight briefly illuminated her.  
 
    “Stay back! I don’t want to hurt you, but I’ll do what I must,” he warned.  
 
    To one side, a second light focused on Adele, and she readied herself for a fight. 
 
    “Sorry, mate, saw you had a bit of a brawl and had to come,” came Mary’s voice from beneath the light. 
 
    “Get that light out of my eyes and help me find the dZi before he does!” Adele called to her friend.  
 
    Cardwell just laughed, an eerie, frightening sound. Simon and Chelsea suddenly screamed in unison, and Adele froze. The sounds of their scuffle with Vicente had been replaced by a sound like a really big baby sucking on a really big pacifier. 
 
     “Adele, look!” Mary shouted. For a second, Adele breathed in relief, thinking that her friend had found her dZi, but when she looked to where Mary was pointing, her heart nearly stopped.  
 
    The black void, now almost two yards wide, was puckering into solid form. As if the wall were giving birth, a boxy head with two black, piggish eyes thrust its way from the blackness. In the center of the face, a circular mouth with spiked teeth surrounded a gullet that spasmodically opened and closed with a wet, sucking sound. A grayish-green body like a flabby eel followed the head. The thing dropped to the cavern floor with a sound like a wet towel thrown on tile, and piggy eyes locked on Chelsea and Simon, who were not five yards away.  
 
    The mouth puckered then roared with a sound that started out like a lion and ended like the squelching of boiling mud pots in Yellowstone.  
 
    From his position near the Portal, Vicente backed away carefully. When he was out of the beast’s line of sight, he hurried to Aderyn and helped her to standing. Together they hustled to join her father. 
 
    “Didn’t mention this as part of your plan,” Mary growled into Adele’s ear. “Bringing that slobbering thing over to scare Cardwell and Vicente is a ripper of an idea — ”  
 
    “Run!” Adele yelled. Simon and Chelsea sprinted toward her. Behind them, the creature burst into motion, undulating like a male elephant seal chasing a National Geographic photographer.  
 
    The cavern was plunged into darkness as the overtaxed generator finally died. 
 
     “What the. . .” Simon said, as the generator noise was replaced by the rhythmic, soggy writhing of the advancing creature. The rim of the quartz panel continued to glow brightly until the vortex collapsed; then it faded to a dim electric blue. Around the cavern, shafts of light swung and danced as the four friends tried to get together.  
 
    “My guess is that thing’s a Beithir, and it’s not happy,” Adele shouted to her friends.  
 
    In the light of Simon’s headlamp, the creature’s tail flukes flopped to the ground, trailing streamers of yellow slime. An odor like geysers and decaying meat washed over them.  
 
    Adele fought back the taste of bile and pushed Simon toward the light of Mary’s headlamp. “Go — get everyone out of here!”  
 
    Simon hesitated. 
 
    “I need all of you out of here now! I’ll be right behind. I know what I’m doing, but I can’t watch out for all of you. Now move!”  
 
    Simon removed his headlamp and tossed it to Adele before joining Chelsea’s retreating glow. Adele turned back to where the Portal had been. The vortex was gone, and the residual blue glow in the quartz matrix had almost faded. Between her and the panel, the Beithir moved in confused circles.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Adele shouted desperately. “Can’t decide which of us to eat?”  
 
    At the sound of Adele’s taunt, the beast’s bulging eyes and wandering movements directed toward her. Adele matched its progress with a slow, silent retreat of her own. She switched off her headlamp, hoping the Beithir would lose her, but three other lights probed the darkness. Twenty yards to her left, Julian and Aderyn searched the floor with lights partially covered by their hands — their feet shuffled lightly in the darkness. Another light circled around the creature whose interest in Adele had not lessened  
 
     A stifled cry of triumph came from her left. She turned just as Cardwell retrieved something from the floor. 
 
    “No!” she shouted.  
 
    Cardwell turned toward Adele, flashed a look of triumph. “Too bad it had to be you, sweetheart, but the world deserves to know!” Grabbing Aderyn, he rushed toward the side tunnel — one Adele assumed led toward their boat. 
 
    Adele started after them but stopped when the dark shape of the Beithir appeared in front of her. Her first thought was that the beast had been stimulated to the chase by the Cardwells’ flight. She switched on her headlamp. The Beithir was indeed undulating at high speed, but they were not the target.  
 
    “Vicente, look out!” she managed to get out before the grotesque animal was upon him. Picking up a camera tripod, Vicente tried to fend off the beast like a lion tamer.  He lunged one of the tripods legs at the Beithir’s bulging eyes only to have it engulfed in its round, tooth-lined mouth.  
 
    Adele cursed. “Vicente, you idiot — move!” 
 
    The Beithir thrashed its head, tearing the tripod from Vicente’s grasp and throwing him to the ground. Vicente lurched to his feet just as the monster lunged again, its bellow reverberating through the cavern.  
 
    “Dios mio!” Vicente yelled. He spun like a matador avoiding a bull, but not quickly enough — he was knocked from his feet by the charging bulk. Behind him, Aderyn tried to shake free of her father’s grasp and run to Vicente, but Cardwell picked his daughter up and ran back down the tunnel and out of sight. 
 
    Vicente managed to get back up before the Beithir rounded on him. He took a step toward the tunnel and almost stumbled to the ground. The Beithir now faced its prey like an anaconda deciding when and where to strike. Vicente limped as he backed up, placing the intact flood lamp array between himself and the circle of undulating teeth.  
 
    The strike knocked Vicente into the cavern wall with a sickening crack. 
 
    It had all happened so fast that Adele hadn’t had time to think, let alone react. Now instinct took over.  
 
    Oh, hell, Adele, why can’t you leave well enough alone?  
 
    She raced in and grabbed the mutilated tripod. Without stopping, she jammed the jagged legs into the soft body of the Beithir.  
 
     A scream echoed through the cavern, and the Beithir’s tail whipped out and thwacked Adele in the chest, throwing her through the air. She hit the cavern floor with a humph, slid an arm’s length, and stopped.  
 
    In the wake of the Beithir’s scream, the silence was ringing, eerie. Broken pieces of tripods and lamps mixed with the shattered remains of the fiberglass box were scattered all around. The creature’s slime covered much of the debris, leaving an acrid smell everywhere it touched. Her eyes started to water, and her nose burned.  
 
    Was it — could it be — dead? 
 
    Thwap, thwap, thwap . . .  
 
    It took only a moment for Adele’s jumbled brain to realize the rhythmic noise coming toward her wasn’t the sound of Jell-o being thrown through a ceiling fan. 
 
     “Damn,” she hissed. “The tripod was aluminum — no sparks, no damage.”  
 
    Adele pushed herself to her feet then headed for the far end of the cavern. She got four steps before stumbling over something on the floor. Cursing a bruised toe, she searched for the offending piece of debris — it was Cardwell’s digital camera, the case bent but apparently still functional. Tucking it under one arm, she darted toward the exit, glancing behind her but seeing nothing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24
Hide-and-Seek Beithir Style 
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    Once out of the cavern, Adele could hear no pursuit over the sounds of her own breathing and footfalls. The salt smell of seaweed and ocean washed over her when she stepped from the smooth stone floor onto the algae-covered rocks of the passage. Sea water now covered the floor of the passage and footing was becoming difficult.  
 
    Her light flashed from floor to ceiling and wall to wall as she tried to orient herself.  
 
    “Now. Try to remember. Did the passage take one bend or two?” She looked back along the tunnel and was surprised to see that she had gone around at least one bend without noticing it. 
 
    “Okay. Two bends, I’m pretty sure it was two bends. A left and right or right and left. Whatever, one more to go.” Taking a deep breath, she waded against the rising black tide. Chelsea was right — fighting the tide was not going to be fun. She had to get out, and quickly. 
 
    When the water passed her knees, she started searching the tunnel walls for the opening that would lead to the dungeon. By the time she realized that she had gone around another bend without noticing it, the water was past her waist.  
 
    A few steps farther, she suddenly dropped underwater — something was pulling at her leg, and she screamed, water filling her mouth. Twisting away, she jerked out of the water, coughing and trembling, ready to climb the walls — but there was nothing after her. She’d just caught her shoe on a hole in the floor and tripped. She cursed, laughing unsteadily at herself. That Beithir had shaken her up more than she wanted to admit — she’d almost lost the camera, which she had been holding above her head to keep dry. 
 
    “Adele, you screw-up. You missed the ledge.” She had only gone a few steps back before she heard faint splashing sounds and noticed ripples on the water surface coming toward her from somewhere around the bend. 
 
    “Simon, you idiot,” she muttered. He better not have come back for me. “Simon?”  
 
    She was about to call out again when an unmistakable odor overpowered the salty sea smell. Cold fear magnified the chill of the waist-deep water. In a panic, Adele thrashed around, shining her light in all directions. No good option presented itself. With a shiver, she pitched back in the direction she’d been heading, hoping for a miracle.  
 
    Around another bend, the water was up to her ribcage and she was shivering uncontrollably. It was almost quicker to swim at this point. She panned her light along the walls with a new sense of urgency. The odor had grown perceptibly, and that could only mean that the Beithir was closing.  
 
    Everything looked so different with the seawater chest high that she almost missed the opening — a horizontal cleft in the rock, its depths shrouded in shadow like others she had passed earlier.  
 
    What she saw next was almost as welcome and warming as a blazing fire. Above the opening was an unmistakable white chalk handprint. 
 
    “Thank you, Mary!” Adele said through chattering teeth. She dived to the opening and set the camera onto the ledge, then tried to lift herself — but her shivering, weakened arms collapsed, and she splashed back with a scream of frustration. Something splashed, and Adele turned her light toward the sound just in time to see what looked like the back of a whale cresting before a dive. Her heart pounded and adrenaline flooded her body. She pushed herself onto the ledge and landed gasping for breath on the floor. 
 
    Behind her the Beithir hurled itself at the opening only to be stopped by its narrowness. There was a sickening splat as the head impacted the rock. Up close — far, far too close — Adele could see that its mouth, round like a lamprey’s, extended almost a foot beyond the rest of the face, its circular rows of teeth reaching for her like a sucking, screaming typhoon. 
 
    Adele rolled away from the opening and scrambled to her feet. She watched in horror as the Beithir turned around and shoved its tail flukes through the opening. Undulations rippled backward along the body like an earthworm in reverse, each ripple drawing more and more of the animal through the opening. 
 
    Adele started to back away then remembered the camera. A sweep of her light found it next to the beast’s tail. She dashed forward and grabbed it; with a great surge, the tail swung toward her, but she jumped back just in time. This time she slipped the camera into her waist pack. 
 
    Suddenly the room grew lighter. Adele turned around and squinted into the beam of a headlamp. 
 
    “We heard a noise,” Simon said, almost apologetically, then his eyes got almost as big as the Beithir’s. “What you bring him along for?” 
 
    “I never had a puppy as a kid.” Adele pushed her friends before her. “What are you doing here? I thought you’d be out of here by now!” 
 
    “Couldn’t very well leave you now, could we?” Simon huffed.  
 
    “Well, that’s a big relief. Now that you’re here, I’m sure that at least I’ll get out of this alive.” 
 
    “How’s that, love?”  
 
    “Because I know I can outrun you!”  
 
    Adele made a move to get by Simon. He countered with a burst of speed and just managed to squeeze through the breach in the dungeon wall and back into the torture chamber ahead of her. While she darted through the chamber, Adele spied a long, wooden pole buried under the remains of a large table. It was just what she wanted: The seven-foot shaft ended in a rusted but still serviceable double-ended spear point.  
 
    She raced through the rest of the dungeon and caught up with Mary at the bottom of the narrow, circular stairway.  
 
    “Would you believe it?” Mary rolled her eyes. “Simon’s gone and twisted his knee. He’s sprawled there like a baby.”  
 
    “Never mind that. Do you smell what I smell?” 
 
    Mary sniffed then turned her headlamp back along the dungeon corridor.  
 
    Their answer was a sound like methane bubbling up from a tar pit — then a roar. 
 
    Adele leaned around Mary and yelled up the stairway. “Simon, move your skinny butt or I’ll park this rusty pike where the sun don’t shine.” She shoved Mary up the steps. “Go! Get Chelsea and carry him if you have to.”  
 
    “You think that rusty old thing’s goin’a do you any good?” Mary called over her shoulder.  
 
    “Basic Intergalactic Biochem 101. . . rusted iron plus skin of ugly wormhole creature equals one major fireworks display.”  
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Been there, done that, remember?” 
 
    Mary nodded then ran up the stairway. 
 
    Adele had made it up half a dozen steps when the Beithir squeezed its ugly head into the narrow passage. The creature’s stink was intense in the confined space.  
 
    Repulsive as the Beithir was, its movement was worse — its skull compressed and adapted to each space as if it had no bones at all. A thick layer of slime oozed from its skin wherever it came in contact with the stone. It moved in surges up the stairway, its circular mouth pouching in and out. 
 
    Cries of disgust receded up the stairway. Apparently, the noxious odor had provided Simon with enough motivation to forget his pain and move along. Tearing her gaze from the Beithir, Adele followed, spear in hand.  
 
    When she reached the top of the stairway, Mary was waiting in the secret cask opening.  
 
    “What about that Beithir thing?” 
 
    “It’s coming. Here, take this and get out.” Adele tossed Mary the camera and hefted the rusted pike. “I’m going to burn this thing when it gets to the top.”  
 
    Mary tucked the camera into one of her pouches but made no move to leave. 
 
    “Go on. I know what I’m doing — I didn’t want to do it while I was on the stairs ‘cause it’ll smell like someone put two-week-old gym socks on the barbie.” Adele gave her friend a wink and turned back to the stairway. 
 
    “No way. I told you we’re mates.” 
 
    Adele gave her friend an appraising look. “You know, Mary, that’s sweet. But you and I both know that beneath that walkabout-dreamtime-fair-dinkum exterior of yours, you’re really an adrenaline junky. You’re staying for the fireworks — admit it.” 
 
     Mary didn’t answer, nor did she object when Adele offered her the back end of the spear; together, they braced for the Beithir’s return. 
 
    They didn’t have long to wait. The Beithir’s head, deformed to fit the confines of the stairway, pushed its way around the bend. It stopped short of the entrance to the cask, eyes shifting from girl to girl. The mouth pulsated as if it were trying to suck them in, then burped out its version of a roar.  
 
    Adele’s eyes flashed as she jabbed the rusted pike into the gaping mouth. The iron blade penetrated to the wooden shaft before the Beithir’s mouth clamped down around it. The head jerked forward, allowing an extra arm’s length of shaft to disappear into the gaping maw before it reared several feet off the ground and shook violently.  
 
    Adele was thrown into Mary, and they both tumbled to the side of the cask. The thrashing pole beat the wooden staves of the cask all around them. They barely had time to stagger to their feet and get out before the bulk of the Beithir flowed from the stairway and into the cask. 
 
    “Did I miss something?” Mary yelled as they scrambled over the scattered debris and ran as fast as possible. “I thought the idea was to have skewered slug, roasted from the inside,” she looked quickly behind her, “but what we got was a spewing slug hoping to get us on the inside.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Adele barely cleared a fallen beam as she sprinted towards Simon and Chelsea’s headlamps, which were bouncing around in the darkness in front of her. 
 
     When they reached their ropes, Chelsea and Simon were more than halfway up. Adele and Mary stepped into their ascenders and started climbing as fast as they could. Mary soon out-distanced Adele, whose injured hand was beginning to throb each time she grabbed the rope. Sliding the ascenders, Adele climbed as fast as she could — but not fast enough. The Beithir suddenly appeared from the darkness, undulated over a nearby pile of rubble, and then headed straight for her rope.  
 
     “Come on, girl!” Mary called from above — then the others joined in, shouting her name.  
 
    Adele was almost ten feet off the ground when the rope suddenly swayed, almost pulling out of her hands — she chanced a look below. The Beithir was coiled at the base of her rope. Slowly its head rose, hideous mouth sucking in and out until it reached less than a foot below her legs. Adele grabbed high on the rope and pulled herself up just as the mouth lunged where her foot had been. Snapping in frustration, it continued to rise.  
 
    It had been hours since Adele had applied the anesthetic cream, and the burning ache in her hand was intense. She knew that it was only a matter of seconds before her grip on the rope would give way.  
 
    The Beithir snapped with a clicking, sucking sound only inches below her. Looking beyond the teeth, Adele could see that the rope had become wrapped several times around the mucous-covered body. The Beithir made one more surge at its prey, then slowly began to lose its balance on the mound of debris.  
 
    Like a plucked guitar string, vibration prickled Adele’s hands as the rope took more and more of the Beithir’s weight.  
 
    “Get back, the rope’s going to snap,” Adele yelled up at the anxious faces above. Simon was just helping Mary over the edge while Chelsea was trying to maneuver a second rope to within Adele’s reach. 
 
    “Grab this, and we’ll pull you up,” Chelsea yelled as the second line slapped Adele in the cheek. 
 
    “No good,” Adele yelled back.  
 
    Further comments from above were cut off by sharp jerks of the rope as the wooden frame around the hole began to crumble under the increased weight on the line.  
 
    Just before it gave way, Adele pushed off from the rope. She hit the side of the debris pile and rolled down, eventually stopping against a large, oaken timber.   
 
    Adele opened her eyes and coughed; her breath knocked out. Dust and pieces of wood and tile continued to rain down around her. Cones of light stabbed the darkness at random, accompanied by jumbled voices.  
 
    One of the cones of light passed over her and was rapidly joined by another. “Adele, get up!” Mary’s voice called from above. “It’s still moving!” 
 
    Adele pushed herself up and took half a step toward one of the remaining ropes. A scraping sound from the other side of the debris mound stopped her. Fear tightened her breath — even if she reached the rope, she could never out-climb the Beithir, and pulling her up wouldn’t be much faster. Quietly she backed away from the mound into the shadows.  
 
    “Get your lights off me — and onto the Beithir,” she called to her friends above. 
 
    Obediently the lights switched to the debris mound where piggish eyes blinked above the oversized lamprey mouth. Adele backed one more step into something hard. Her hands explored the rough-hewn surface of one of the oak beams that supported the floor above. Its irregular texture was familiar and inviting.  
 
    “It’s on the move!” Chelsea shouted, just as a sound like gravel falling from a dump truck echoed around the room.  
 
    Damn thing can probably smell me, Adele thought as it crawled to where she had landed, then cautiously meandered toward her. So much for hiding in the dark. 
 
    Sudden shouts from above echoed through the basement. 
 
    “One at a time,” she yelled back. “I can’t understand you.” 
 
    “Climb the beam!” Chelsea called.  
 
    Of course!  
 
    The Beithir altered its course toward the sound of Velcro tearing as Adele quickly removed her climbing booties from their pouch. She worked her shoes off without taking time to untie them. The booties slipped on like silk, and she pulled the ankle fastenings tight. Just before springing toward a second support beam, she tossed her shoes in the opposite direction. They landed with a soft clank amidst the debris a few feet away, and the Beithir was on them in seconds. 
 
    Adele bit her lip, trying not to imagine what would have happened to her feet had they still been inside those shoes, as she pulled the climbing gloves on. The anesthetic salve had now completely worn off, and any pressure on her palm shot pain up her arm.  
 
    Adele leapt as high as she could, scrabbling for purchase on the beam. Adele began climbing as fast as she could when the whole beam shook with such force, she feared that the Beithir would knock it from its foundation. Scurrying up a few more feet, she had to stop to retighten her left bootie and turn on her headlamp. Below, the Beithir circled like a frustrated shark.  
 
    She climbed into the supporting substructure, carefully adjusting her grip so as to irritate the neuroma in her palms as little as possible. In no time, Adele had moved to the breach in the floor. She shinnied out along an oak beam thicker than her leg.  
 
    “That’s right, girl — just a little farther,” Mary said from a few feet away. “Keep it up . . .” 
 
    Adele’s heart was just starting to slow down when suddenly there was a screech of rending wood, and the beam started to give way with a splintering crack.  
 
    A moment of weightlessness accompanied sheer, utter panic — then her right hand was grasped in a strong grip.  
 
    “Grab the rope!” Chelsea shouted from above, strain and pain wrenching her face. Adele reached out with her left hand and found the line that Simon had guided to her reach. After two tries, she managed to slip a foot into the loop attached to one of the ascenders. The relief that flooded Adele was mirrored in Chelsea. 
 
    A moment later, Adele’s trembling legs were standing on the floor of the castle with Mary and Simon in close attendance. Mary helped Adele strip off her climbing gloves. 
 
    “Cripes, girl!” she said in shock. “This one here’s soaked in blood. Let’s see that hand. But the wound’s not open,” she said after a quick inspection of Adele’s palm. “Wonder what — ” 
 
    “It’s mine,” Chelsea said. She stood up from an opened bag. Blood began to seep through the fresh gauze that she had wrapped around her right hand. “That’s why Ulama’s a noncontact sport. Skin just isn’t as tough as trees.” 
 
    Chelsea’s face hadn’t fared much better. Her left eye was puffy and colored a blackish-purple, there was dried blood under her nose, and a half-inch cut on her chin was just beginning to clot. She saw Adele’s eyes dart from wound to wound.  
 
    “Vicente blindsided me in the tunnel. Should have stayed with you and made him come to me.” 
 
    Adele opened her mouth, but no words came out. Chelsea winced as she pressed a smile and then nodded in return. 
 
    Below the Beithir burbled its frustration.  
 
    “What happened with that spear?” Mary said, peeking over the edge at the beast. “You almost killed me.” 
 
    “I almost killed you?” Adele said, annoyed. “You practically begged me — ” 
 
    “You said the iron would cook it. You said there’d be fireworks, but the iron did nothing.”  
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know,” Adele said, puzzled. “Maybe it has a different biochemistry from a Gargouille. I’d ask Mr. Wolff, but I’m not sure how I’d explain all this . . .” 
 
    “Did you at least get your dad’s dZi?” 
 
    Adele’s lips tightened, and her friends’ faces fell. 
 
    “Well that’s it, then,” Simon said as he watched the Beithir undulate its way around a growing circle of slime on the floor below. “All we got for our efforts is one ugly, smelly slug.” 
 
    On cue, the Beithir bellowed, and a new wave of noxious odor emanated from the opening.  
 
     “We have this.” Mary unzipped her waist pack then held up the beat-up remains of Cardwell’s camera. “Don’t make up for not getting your dZi, but at least Cardwell and Vicente got nothing to show for their troubles.”  
 
    “We should be getting back.” Chelsea looked around the little group as if expecting an objection. Instead, they filed out without another word. The door to the greenhouse was still wedged open, and the group squeezed through and out of sight just as Sedgwick rounded the far end of the dome.  
 
    Next door, the students’ party was still going on. The noise and distraction made it easy for them to cross to the Herbarium entrance unobserved.  
 
    “What now?” Simon asked.  
 
    “I guess we go back and act dumb,” Adele said.  
 
    “That will be easier for some of us than others,” Mary gave Simon a good-natured poke just as he was balancing on one foot, cleaning the mud off his shoes. Simon hopped three times and almost regained his balance before collapsing onto a pile of manure. 
 
     “I just know it’s going to hit the fan tomorrow.” Simon brushed off a clod of the dried cow dirt. “Be ready for ugly!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25
All’s Well That Ends Well? 
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    But nothing hit the fan the next day, nor the day after, nor the day after that. In fact, the next week was a model of normalcy and calm — which, of course, was more unsettling than any of the imagined consequences that haunted their dreams that week.  
 
    “I tell you, they’re trying to mess with me head,” Simon said as he put down his lunch tray and slid into the seat. “It’s torture, a whole week of waiting to have me ears boxed down to me hips and not a word.”  
 
    Mary and Adele shushed him in unison over their half-eaten lunches. 
 
    “It is a bit spooky,” Mary admitted. “I mean, the Director, Mr. Wolff, and Ms. Barra come back from Kirk Jormungand and it’s business as usual. No leading questions, no suspicious looks — nothing.” 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” Chelsea stood, tray in hand behind Adele and Mary. 
 
    Mary and Adele scooted apart to make room between them. 
 
    “Can’t say I’ve seen much of you in the cafeteria,” Mary remarked. 
 
    “I don’t make a practice of eating here,” Chelsea responded. “I guess the smell of cooked meat and fried foods gets to me. I usually just swing by the kitchen and grab something when I get a chance.” 
 
    “Our Chelsea is one of those California vegan types,” Simon said. He lifted up his hamburger and made a show of taking a bite with relish. 
 
    Making a face, Chelsea grabbed at her fork, but the well-padded bandages on her hand made handling it difficult. After several frustrating tries, she switched to the other hand and dug into a pile of cooked spinach before scooping up some rice and carefully inserting it in her mouth.  
 
    “You got me there, Simon. I do find the smell of burnt dead animal unappetizing,” she said between chews.  
 
    “Well, I like my burnt dead animal well enough, thank you very much,” Simon retorted. He took another bite from his burger and chewed noisily. 
 
    Mary rolled her eyes then addressed the rest of the table. “Now we’ve got the gastronomical niceties taken care of, can we get back to what’s going on with the powers that be? I haven’t heard a bloody thing.”  
 
    “Tell you what I’ve heard,” Chelsea volunteered. “No one’s gone outside for anything in the last week. Our advanced kayaking class got canceled, and when I went to the Herbarium for some balm for my hand, Ms. Barra complained to me her outdoor garden was suffering for lack of attention. That’s why I’m putting up with you carnivores.” Chelsea wrinkled her nose like she smelled something offensive on Simon’s plate. “Most of the upper class thinks that the school is on lockdown — they just don’t know why.” 
 
    “They know about the Beithir — they just haven’t caught it yet,” Adele said. The others nodded in silent agreement. “Do you think we should tell them what we know? Maybe that will help.”  
 
    “Your mind’s gone off the deep end if you think that. If you don’t remember, we are the ones responsible for opening the gates to bloody hell and letting that slug in. No mention the dozen or so rules we broke doing it. Expelled is the least thing they’ll — ” 
 
    “Okay, Simon, we get your point. You don’t have to broadcast to the whole cafeteria,” Chelsea said. She speared something that looked like a meatball and smelled like curry.  
 
    “It’s agreed then. No one says nothing, and we play this one out cool like.” Simon looked each in the face till he got a nod.  
 
    When he got to Adele, she wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Simon’s right. I put you all at risk and still don’t have my dZi. The only thing I accomplished is to set a Beithir loose on the island. Best help I can give them is to put my nose in the books and maybe learn something for a change.” Adele grabbed her tray. 
 
    Chelsea snatched Adele’s elbow before she could get up. “Adele, one more thing. I took that camera from the cave to this friend who’s a wiz with anything digital. He thinks he can retrieve most of the images if you will have patience.”  
 
    Both Mary and Simon stopped chewing and stared at Chelsea. 
 
    “Wait,” Adele jumped in. “You showed it to someone? What’s to keep this friend from blabbing to the whole Institute?” 
 
     “Well, I swore him to secrecy,” Chelsea explained. When she could see that her answer didn’t satisfy anyone, she continued, “Look, he’d probably be hacking into the Pentagon or thinking up new viruses if he weren’t here. He loves this cloak and dagger stuff as long as there’s a keyboard and a touch screen between him and the dirt. He’s helped most of us get past HIMAL one way or another and never said a word.”  
 
     “I thought you said data retrieval was impossible,” Adele said, “something about the Portal’s magnetic flux erasing everything and the camera getting tossed around like a ball . . .”   
 
    “Yeah, I know what I said, but this guy’s a genius — ” 
 
    Glares in Chelsea’s direction were slightly less hostile but still not accepting. 
 
    “Look.” She shrugged. “He’s the last chance we’ve got to find where Vicente’s gone, and I took it. Okay?”               
 
    Adele frowned. “But why would I — ” 
 
    “Because no matter what shakes out from all this, you’re going after your dZi. I know because that’s what I would do.” Chelsea flinched as she gently fingered the Technicolor outline of her injured eye, her jaw muscles flexed in determination. “And now I owe Vicente one more.” 
 
    Adele pursed her lips. “I’m going to be late for class.” She got up and headed out of the cafeteria. At the door, she turned and addressed Chelsea. “Let me know when you get something.” 
 
    Chelsea smiled. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Several days later, Adele cheerfully hit the ENTER button, sending off her final answer: “End of the medieval warm period and unwillingness of egotistic Nordic Europeans to adopt survival strategies from cultures they considered inferior to themselves (Inuits).” 
 
    The question that HIMAL’S History of Western Civilizations & Sociology unit had posed was: What were the external factors leading to the decline of the Greenland colonies at the end of the first millennium B.C.E?  
 
    What she didn’t write were the details documented in ancient manuscripts sequestered in the Institute library. According to these, there had been a series of raids on the Norse livestock during the decade preceding the weather change that marked the Norse decline. These raids were not the work of other Vikings nor the native Inuit, but of serpentine creatures later scholars would identify as a variety of Knucker, a dragon now associated with Sussex, England. Institute scholars commonly held that the livestock depletion due to Knucker predation tipped the balance against the Norse in their battle to survive a colder climate.  
 
    Of course, Adele couldn’t add this bit of data to her answer for the standardized tests for Scotland. She looked again at what she had typed. It looked hopelessly sterile.  
 
    A loud thump on her deck was followed by an attention-seeking clearing of the throat. 
 
    Adele went to the door. On the landing, Veronica Wellesley straightened her lapel, then flashed Adele a forced smile. She glanced uneasily over her shoulder at the void behind her, cleared her throat again, and said, “Director McCullum has sent me here, in person, to inform you that he would like to see you in his office at 1830 hours.” 
 
    “Did he say why?” Adele asked. 
 
    “The Director did not feel the need to confide to me as to the purpose of his request, nor do I think that the Director needs to justify any request to a first-year student. All you require is the particulars of how best to accomplish the request.” The Director’s secretary then seemed to recall that she was the one whose butt was hanging out over thin air. “And I mean 1830 sharp!” she barked. Then, with as much dignity as she could muster, she carefully swung back onto the ladder. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Adele arrived at the stairs to the Director’s office with sixty-two seconds to spare. She was surprised to find herself alone. All possible scenarios she had obsessed about included her accomplices in the Castle Beithir debacle. 
 
    Maybe they’re already up there, she thought as she raced up the incline. 
 
    When Adele entered the office, the Director and Mr. Wolff were in deep discussion over several charts and open books spread on the desk. It took several moments before Mr. Wolff noticed Adele at the doorway and acknowledged her presence with a nod of his head.  
 
    “Ah, Adele. We were not expecting you for another ten minutes or so,” Director McCullum said as he closed the cover of the topmost book and set it atop a pile of charts. 
 
     “I was told 1830 sharp.” 
 
    “Aye. Well, lass, you do have a certain reputation concerning punctuality. No matter. Sit down.” The Director indicated a comfortable-looking, stuffed chair covered in an iridescent hide that looked somewhat reptilian. “I’m afraid we’ve been lacking in our duty to keep you posted on what we’re doing to return your dZi,” he said as Adele settled down on the edge of the chair. 
 
    Adele had prepared herself for any one of a number of contingencies concerning the happenings at Castle Beithir. Contrition and openness were totally unexpected, and she was left completely speechless. 
 
    “What, you’ve nothing to say? You haven’t forgotten my promise that we’d do all we could to get it back, have you?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Adele said with uncharacteristic meekness. “I remember you telling me that quite clearly. I just — I’ve been a little busy lately, with studying and all.”  
 
    “I’ll say you have. HIMAL’s been tasked to keep an eye on you. I’ve got reports of late–” 
 
    Adele felt her face flush. Here it comes she thought. “Director McCullum, sir, I can explain. It’s not their fault. I talked them — ”  
 
    “Young lass,” the Director bellowed. “You forget yourself. You don’t interrupt the Director when he’s talking. Especially when he’s talking about your future.” 
 
    Adele clamped her mouth shut. She could feel her face getting hot. My future!               
 
    “As I was saying, HIMAL’s kept me appraised as to the state of your studies, and I must say you’re doing far better than I expected, given your Yank upbringing. You’ve held to your part of the bargain. You’ve kept to your books in spite of the dZi. I only wish we could’ve kept to ours better.” 
 
    The tension that had been with Adele since she’d received her summons to his office flowed from her body with the exhaled breath she hadn’t realized she had been holding. She felt like she needed to grab the chair to keep from floating away.  
 
    After clearing her throat several times, she managed a reply. “You brought me here to tell me I was doing a good job?”  
 
    “And to keep you up to date on your father’s dZi.” The Director walked behind his desk, retrieved the brandy snifter, tipped the remaining liquid into his mouth, and grimaced as he swallowed. “Rest assured our failure was not for lack of trying. We suspected Julian Cardwell would try to use your dZi at the equinox low tide. There was a variety of conditions that made that day the logical time, but the reality was that he had a forty-hour window to work with. Our mistake was that we assumed he subscribed to the old legends, which ascribed mystical powers to the day of the equinox and not the fact that the best tide conditions was the day before. You following me here?” 
 
    Adele nodded.  
 
    “Whether he was tipped off we were going to try to intercept him or he just got impatient, I don’t know. The fact is he slipped out in that boat of his before we got ta Kirk Jormungand.” 
 
    The Director stopped and stared into Adele’s eyes. She shifted uncomfortably. She got the feeling that it was her turn to say something, but she hadn’t a clue as to what. 
 
    “I guess you couldn’t know what a man like that would do,” Adele offered. 
 
    “Be that as it may, our oversight led to more problems,” the Director said in more subdued tones.              “If I may, Director,” Joseph said as he rose from his seat. The Director had been so intent in his delivery that Adele had forgotten about the teacher, who had been seated in another big, overstuffed chair. “The rumor mill is grinding along, and I think Adele should hear the truth as we know it.” The Director nodded, and Mr. Wolff continued. “What we are telling you does not need to become common knowledge. Agreed?” 
 
    Adele nodded assent.  
 
    “By the time we got to Kirk Jormungand, Cardwell and Vicente had already set out in his boat. There were several places where we guessed he would go. That’s why we wanted to intercept him before he left the bay.” Joseph stopped and waited for Adele to nod her understanding. “It’s apparent he acted on information Vicente gave him because he ended up in here, the one place his search would bear fruit. As you have probably heard, there are levels below what you see of Castle Beithir.”  
 
    “Yeah, who would have thought that an old castle would have wine cellars and dungeons and stuff?” Adele immediately regretted her flippant remark. “Please continue. I’ll keep my mouth shut.” 
 
    “That’ll be a first,” Mr. Wolff countered. “So how is it you know about the sublevels of Castle Beithir?” 
 
    “It’s a castle,” Adele replied with a shrug and a smile. “Don’t they all have dungeons? And when the king gives a feast, where do you think he gets the wine?”  
 
    “True,” Mr. Wolff admitted, though he looked at her suspiciously. “Castle Beithir did follow that pattern of traditionally accepted medieval architecture. It also had a much lower level, accessible from the sea only at low tide. He must have anchored offshore then taken a small boat in. It appears he knew what to expect and right where to go, because he brought a lot of equipment with him.”  
 
    “What kind of equipment?” Adele asked, feigning ignorance.  
 
    “We found a generator, flood lamps, and we think he had a camera, though all we found was a tripod and a case.”  
 
    “And we found this,” the Director interrupted. He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a pair of shoes. “The same brand we use here at the Institute. Top of the line. Wouldn’t think Vicente had such small feet.” He tossed them to Adele. They were crusty with dried mucus, which smelled slightly like an open sewer. “Every year we have a few students who lose theirs. Costs the Institute a pretty penny to replace them. Why don’t you see if you can’t find some unfortunate soul who might have misplaced theirs and save us some money? They’ll have to clean them up a mite, but I don’t think they’ll mind.”  
 
    Adele was unable to tear her eyes off the shoes — her cheeks were heating up, and she was again at a loss for words.  
 
    “Don’t you worry none. I doubt Vicente will be asking for them back.” The Director smiled. “Joseph, please continue.” 
 
    “The next part’s a little complicated. There’s a Portal in the grotto joined to the sea. I think you’d recognize it — big, squarish piece of milky crystal, glows blue. Legends abound that the Portal has been both the salvation and bane of Castle Beithir for centuries. They say that a creature called Beithir was called forth in 1064 to rid the land of Viking Invaders.” 
 
    “Ahem!” the Director cleared his throat and looked at his watch. 
 
     “Right,” Mr. Wolff smiled sheepishly. “The short story is that Cardwell’s business exploited the legends of Castle Beithir. He would have heard that the creatures were summoned through a gateway or Portal that could be reached by passages connecting to the sea. Somehow Cardwell and Vicente were able to open the Portal, but they shouldn’t have been able to.” 
 
    “But they had the dZi,” Adele blurted out. 
 
    “Right you are, lassie,” the Director injected. “But without the right kind of mental control, the dZi is nothing but a pretty bauble. Dr. Singh doesn’t think Vicente was a strong enough Portal Adept to do it, even though it looked like they added power from the generator to pull it off.” 
 
    Adele nodded. She tried hard to keep her expression blank, to not show for an instant the sinking feeling she felt. The Director had just confirmed what she had suspected the moment the Portal had started to form — that she was the catalyst that had allowed it to open. If only I’d stayed home  —  
 
    The Director made a face and shrugged. “Whatever, Vicente and Cardwell found a way to bring a Beithir through the Portal. For the better part of a week, we thought the beastie had taken them both. Then his boat showed up at the harbor two days ago. Cardwell’s been holed up in his place since. No one’s seen Vicente, but he’s probably there too.” 
 
    “You know where they are. Why not just go to his shop and get it back?” Adele asked. 
 
    “If it was that easy, we would have done it before,” Mr. Wolff cut in. “One word keeps them safe: publicity. The good citizens of Kirk Jormungand take care of their own, even Julian Cardwell. We’re the outsiders there and, as so, always suspect in any dispute.” 
 
    “You said they brought a Beithir through the Portal.” Again, Adele tried to sound nonchalant. “Did you catch it?”  
 
    “Aye, lass. It’s what we do. Though it led us a merry chase. We dinna ken its existence for a couple of days. By that time, it had been all over the castle, judging by the ooze trails.”  
 
    The memory of fresh ooze made Adele grimace. 
 
    “On land, the Beithir needs to secrete a mucopolysaccharide slime ta move about — that’s one of the beastie’s more lovable traits, and also why it’s hungry all the time. There’s its soft spot. Just stash a day’s catch of salmon and wait for it to heave itself into your trap. Took some time, but we got it.” In spite of himself the Director wrinkled his nose in disgust, then looked at his watch. “Well, look at the time. Off you go now, lass. The professor here has a big day in store for you tomorrow. Sort of a hands-on final exam.” 
 
    Startled by the abrupt dismissal, Adele left the office. But as she walked back to the girls’ dome, she couldn’t help but wonder why the Director had told her exactly where Cardwell could be found, right this minute. 
 
    ****** 
 
    Adele no sooner got through the curtained entrance to her room than thumps on the landing signaled company. Mary’s frizzy head poked through the curtain.  
 
    “How you going?” she said with a forced smile. “Want some company?” Without waiting for an answer, Mary pushed through the curtain. “Word’s out McCullum’s given you the once-over,” Mary said. She pulled up a chair and sat with her chest facing its back.  
 
    Adele proceeded to tell Mary the pertinent details concerning her meeting with the Director and Mr. Wolff. Expressions of concern changed to relief until Adele produced her mire-crusted pair of shoes.  
 
     “They’re on to us or what?” asked Mary.  
 
    “I think the Director was embarrassed about Cardwell getting the jump on him. Maybe he just wants things to get back to normal for the end of the term. And this,” Adele gestured toward the shoes, “was his way to say we’re even now, at least this once.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26
Covert Operations 
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    The next morning, Adele hurried to class only to find the door closed and the rest of her class standing outside. 
 
    “Amelia, what’s up?” Adele asked a girl with half her raven hair shaved low and a pair of dragons coiled in a yin-yang tattoo on her neck. 
 
    “Don’t know. Door’s locked and there’s a sign that says to wait.” She reached out and touched the tip of one of Adele’s pastel-tipped hair spikes. “I’m thinking of going for a more mainstream look. How long does it take you to dye those color highlights into your hair?” 
 
    Adele never got a chance to answer. Two second-year students appeared to the rear of the mob and shouted to the first-years to follow them. They descended two flights of stairs to an underground vault. At one end, a pair of metal doors opened into a large room with a polished, basalt floor and stainless-steel walls. A pair of students flanked the doorway, handing out what looked like gas masks and butyl rubber aprons. 
 
    A third-year student was shouting, “Keep the masks on as long as you are in the room,” as he went down the line of students to make sure their masks were properly secured.  
 
    Adele soon noticed Mr. Wolff pacing behind a covered, stainless-steel trough one and a half yards wide and four yards long.  
 
    “All right — quiet!” His words came out muffled through the filter canisters on each side of his mask. “We have varied the end of the year schedule to accommodate this rare opportunity. All years of students will work together. This won’t be a problem as the experience will be equally new to all. You will divide into teams of three. Two will do the actual work, while the other will maintain detailed records.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Mr. Wolff.” A tall boy in the back of the group waved his hand. “Just what do you want recorded?” 
 
    “The answer to that, Stephan, is whatever the two doing the dissecting tell you to record.”  
 
     A round of muffled guffaws passed through the room. 
 
    “Actually, Stephan raised a good point. This is to be your final examination for general science and biology, both xeno and terrestrial. During this exercise, you will take turns recording observations, then you will write a thesis on the methods of animal adaptation and probable physical environmental conditions that these adaptations were designed to utilize or surmount.” 
 
    A sea of hands shot up. 
 
    “I’ll get into more detail when you can see the project, and it will make more sense. Now for a few simple rules. Everyone will rotate as both a worker and recorder on an equal basis. While you are in this room, you will keep your protective masks on. If you feel short of breath, if you think you’re going to puke, sneeze, or even have to scratch your nose, exit the classroom before taking your mask off. This room is negatively pressurized, so air is constantly flowing in.” 
 
    Questioning murmurs passed around the room.  
 
    “Also, if you begin to feel faint, please go find a wall and sit down before you fall down.”  
 
    With that Mr. Wolff unlatched the cover and, with the help of Simon and a husky second year, slid it backward off the container.  
 
    There was a concerted gasp, and the mob of students stepped back.  
 
    A cold chill ran up Adele’s spine. A pair of glazed eyes stared at her above a circular, lamprey-like mouth. There was a thud immediately behind her. She turned to find a third-year boy crumpled in a pile on the ground. 
 
     “Of course, sometimes the first sign that you’re feeling faint is when you hit the ground,” Mr. Wolff said matter-of-factly as he observed the fallen student.  
 
    Adele joined Mary and Simon to form a threesome. Simon was reluctant to approach the porcelain-lined repository and showed a dash of squeamishness that didn’t surprise Adele at all. With none of the others fighting for head-of-the-line privileges, Adele volunteered to take the first stab at dissection.  
 
    Mr. Wolff assigned a specific anatomical or physical trait to each group. One group was assigned to explore the mucus-forming system, a column of finger-sized structures under the Beithir’s slimy skin. Another was to explore the ringed, muscular system, which enabled the large beast to undulate almost as fast as a man could run. He came to Adele’s group at the head. 
 
    “What do you think, Adele? A mouth without jaws that can pulverize bone — aren’t you a little curious?” 
 
    The sight of that mouth brought back pungent memories — dangling from the climbing rope as the pulsating orifice stretched up toward her legs from below.  
 
    “No, uh, I’m good. I’d like to explore the skull to see why the head can adapt to fit much smaller openings.” She instantly realized that she might have said too much. “At least that’s what the old manuscripts say and look — see the way it deforms where it is pressed up against the side wall there.”  
 
    Mr. Wolff did not look to where Adele indicated. “That’s a most interesting observation. I commend you on your scholarship. If I didn’t know better, I might think that you had seen a Beithir in action.” 
 
    Adele thought fast. “It’s the name, Mr. Wolff.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “The name, Castle Beithir. I had a little spare time, so I researched the name. I guess I got carried away.” She tried her best imitation of an innocent smile. “There’s a lot of neat stuff in the archives. Like the fact that a Beithir’s skin doesn’t contain aluminum particles and won’t burn when exposed to iron.” 
 
    Joseph Wolff snorted. “I’ll be really interested in reading your report. Knowing your drive for academic excellence, it wouldn’t surprise me for it to read as if you had firsthand experience.” He raised an eyebrow, then moved without further comment to a group of boys who had an obvious fascination with the teeth. 
 
    Mary grabbed a dissecting kit and some surgical gloves. She handed a pair to Adele and then the scalpel. “I guess you deserve to do the honors.” 
 
    Adele took it and approached the brow ridge above the eyes. Just before the first cut, she turned to Mary and said, “I can’t believe that back at Cristobel and Merriweather’s, I freaked out when they told me that I’d be dissecting a frog.”  
 
    ******* 
 
    Adele left her seat and put the notebook containing her English Composition final on the front desk. The upper classman proctoring the test checked her name off the roster and waved her off without looking up from the video playing on his iPod.  
 
    Outside the room, she turned down the corridor leading to the gymnasium. 
 
    “Memsahib Adele,” a voice called from behind. “I am so glad to have caught you. I was afraid I would have to get another girl to go and get you in the girls’ dormitory.” 
 
    Adele turned to face a young man, slightly taller than she was. His pressed, white shirt was tucked into equally pressed, charcoal trousers. “Do I know you?”  
 
    “Oh, I am sorry. You are right, we have not been introduced.” Adele could see the young man blush even though his complexion was naturally dark. “I am Ranjeet, friend of Miss Chelsea. I am the one who has been trying to salvage the data from that very mistreated camera.”  
 
    Adele nodded. She’d placed him now — the “geek” Vicente had made fun of during the Capability Test in the Grotto. She took a step closer and lowered her voice.  “Okay, Ranjeet. You’ve got my attention.”  
 
    “I am sorry I have not completed this sooner, but finals required a little of my time. This was no simple thing to do. It was a sadly abused piece of electronics.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to, it’s just — we were kind of in a hurry and — ” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Miss Chelsea told me of your brave exploits. Most exciting!” Ranjeet’s eyes shared a smile with his whole face.  
 
    “You haven’t told anyone, have you?” Adele looked around to see if anyone was listening. There were several other students hurrying to class, but they were too preoccupied to be paying attention to her. 
 
    “No, of course not!” Ranjeet’s eyes grew wide. “I would never betray a confidence. It would not be right. Besides, then I would lose your trust, and I would never hear anything of your future exploits.” 
 
    “Future exploits? What makes — ” 
 
    “You did not retrieve your dZi,” Ranjeet cut in. “I believe that one such as you will not rest until this is done. The information I have retrieved from the camera confirms that Julian Cardwell will try again.” 
 
     “Jeez, Ranjeet. Not so loud, everyone can hear you,” Adele hissed. She reached out and grabbed him by his meticulously starched shirt and marched down the corridor to a secluded spot. “The Director thinks Cardwell took the camera with him, and if he finds out we have it . . .”  
 
     “Not to worry. The camera no longer exists as a camera. The circuit boards and hard drive have been removed; the rest consigned to a dumpster.” Ranjeet flashed a conspiratorial smile.  
 
    “So, if it’s just spare parts now, how were you able to retrieve anything?” Adele asked. 
 
    “I removed the hard drive and interfaced it with my laptop. Almost twenty-seven percent remains, mostly in clustered bytes. Years ago, when your NASA started sending satellites to outer solar system, they developed programs to extrapolate data from incomplete transmissions. I adapted one of those programs to retrieve much of what has been lost. I’m so sorry that this has taken so much time.”  
 
     “You’re sorry. Why, Ranjeet, you’re one of the most wonderful people I know.” Adele put her hands on his shoulders and gently shook Ranjeet’s slight frame. “If you can pull this one off, I’d be willing to bet you’re smarter than Bill What’s-His-Name, the guy that founded Microsoft.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, William Gates. I know of him. I consider us to be of the same soul but in different bodies. To be truthful, I have written to tell him of this very opinion but, alas, he is so busy he has not yet found the time to send a like correspondence to me. But I am sure he will do so at his earliest convenience.” 
 
    Adele stared at Ranjeet for a few seconds, without a clue as to how to respond.  
 
    “When can I see what you’ve got?” she said finally. 
 
    Ranjeet pulled an SD card from his pocket. “I have it here. I also thought ahead to reserve a computer in the library if you would like.” 
 
    Adele didn’t like. The library was too public, but she had few choices. A girl in the boy’s dome would raise far too many eyebrows.  
 
    “All right, Ranjeet, lead the way.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    The library dome was bright and airy. Ranjeet led Adele along a faux stream to an alcove located along the outer wall. He plugged a flash drive into the computer, and his hands flew over the keyboard with dexterity a concert pianist would envy. The screen displayed what looked like the doorway and walls of an old castle. Slowly, two massive iron-studded doors creaked shut. 
 
    Ranjeet said something in a language Adele didn’t understand, shut down his game, and ejected the flash drive. From his shirt pocket, he removed the SD card and inserted it into the slot. 
 
    “We are ready now; come see,” he invited Adele in his melodic Indian accent.  
 
    Fuzzy images jerked backwards on the console. 
 
    “We are running the program backward. As you can see, even with enhancement, the images are not clear enough to be sure of the detail.” 
 
    Adele watched. As the images ran backwards, the picture quality improved. Suddenly she grabbed Ranjeet’s arm and snapped, “Stop!” 
 
    Ranjeet hit a button, and the screen blanked.  
 
    “These computers interface with HIMAL,” she said. “Everything we put there, HIMAL can access, right?” 
 
    Ranjeet’s reaction was not what Adele expected. He smiled, hit ENTER, and resumed the reverse picture show. 
 
    “Adele, you have no faith. When I first logged on I installed a program I call my Data Diode. Did you not see the gates shut on my castle here?” Ranjeet affectionately patted the top of the computer screen. “Data can now only stream one way. Information is not leaving the computer unless I permit it.” 
 
    “Ranjeet, you are the maestro of the machine.” Adele breathed a sigh of relief. “Keep going.”  
 
    They ran backwards at six times normal speed until they reached Cardwell’s arrival in the cave, then ran the video forward at normal speed. Cardwell looked as if he were filming a documentary. He began with what looked like a scholarly dissertation of local legends concerning assorted mythological creatures called Fuaths, which included the Beithir. A display of maps and charts followed with a long description of local sightings and ended with the destruction of the World War II radar station.  
 
    Cardwell stepped toward a maritime chart of the western coast of Scotland.  
 
    “I am now standing in a cavern located deep within the Isle of Fuath-Arrachd.” A red laser dot circled around a spec to the left of the jagged Scottish coastline, and the picture zoomed in for an unfocused close-up of the island.  
 
    “My presence here culminates a quest that started more than three decades ago. In that time, the evidence has pointed me in one direction: that there exists amongst us a clandestine organization which transcends governments, dedicated to keeping the reality of xenobiologicals a secret.  
 
    “Above me are the grounds of a mysterious private boarding school known to the locals only as the Institute. The grounds of this Institute are protected from outsiders by the battlements of the ancient Castle Beithir, and entry is severely restricted. In the half dozen years I have been here, I have yet to gain access through formal — or less-formal — means.” Julian Cardwell smiled cheekily at the camera.  
 
     “My breakthrough came in the form of a well-placed informant who validated my long-held theory that this Institute is both ground zero and training ground for a secretive cadre of anti-xenobiological militants.” Cardwell smiled and with great flourish pointed straight down. 
 
    “This unselfish informant found that he could no longer hide the truth from the world. He has added the last two pieces of the puzzle that have brought me here . . .”  
 
    “Unselfish person,” Adele said, clenching her fists.  
 
    “I think he was correct in identifying us as a ‘secretive cadre of anti-xenobiological militants’ . . .” Ranjeet’s remark tapered off under Adele’s glare. “Well, maybe militant is not a good word.”  
 
    “All Cardwell had to go on was old legends and the stories from World War II until Vicente showed up,” Adele muttered as Cardwell finished his dissertation. “I wonder what kept him going all these years.” 
 
    The recording started and stopped several times, then rapidly deteriorated when Adele unwittingly catalyzed the opening of the Portal.               
 
    “It is most interesting to note, and also very fortunate, that the electromagnetic emissions from the Portal Matrix disrupted the recording circuitry but did not as much disturb the data already recorded on the disc,” Ranjeet offered. He leaned forward as if to try to mentally pull every byte of information he could from the recording. 
 
    “Yeah, Ranjeet, real interesting,” Adele replied. She hadn’t seen anything that would be useful in her quest.  
 
    “One moment, if you please. You have not yet examined the other mass data storage device.”  
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “A toe drive.” Ranjeet held up a rectangular piece of plastic almost the length of Adele’s thumb. “It was included within the camera for memory expansion. Old technology but still useful.”  
 
    “I think more people call it a thumb drive,” Adele said. 
 
    Ranjeet showed no sign that he heard her as his deft fingers glided over the keyboard. A list of files appeared. He made a few passes on the touch screen, and a close-up of Julian Cardwell appeared. The jerky video clip lasted eighty-seven seconds. When it ended, Adele reached for the screen. 
 
    “I need to see those other files,” she said. Her fingers tapped the screen to no effect. 
 
    “Perhaps it would be better if you would just tell me what files to bring up,” Ranjeet said, moving Adele’s hand away from the screen. “If you would please observe the camera port.” Ranjeet indicated an elliptical window in the frame.  “I have installed a facial recognition program with my Data Diode.”  
 
    His fingers expanded an icon on the lower right of the screen. Displayed was a real-time feed from the computer’s camera. Lines boxed the head of both Adele and Ranjeet with computer-generated lines connecting the corners of the eyes, base of the nose, length of the chin, and various other points on each face. The lines demarking Adele’s features were red, while those on Ranjeet were a bright gold. 
 
    “I was thinking extra computer security might be a good thing someday,” Ranjeet explained. “It is of my own design.”  
 
    “Next you’ll be telling me that you rigged your hard drive to self-destruct if tampered with,” Adele said with a snort. 
 
    Ranjeet flashed a surprised look that seemed to say, how did you know? 
 
    Adele let it drop. “Okay, Ranjeet, you go right ahead and show me the other folders.” 
 
    The other files consisted of a mixture of charts, both ancient and modern; satellite images of selected regions of the northern Atlantic Ocean; several scientific articles concerning measurements and predictions of solar output; and even photocopies of first-millennia Irish and Nordic legends. Adele spent over an hour studying the material before her growling stomach told her it was mealtime. 
 
    “Ranjeet, can you make me a copy of this stuff?” she said as she got up from the chair and stretched. “Looks like you were right about more exploits, and I promise to tell you about them myself.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    “Well, Mary, what is it?”  
 
    Adele had to force herself to keep her voice subdued. She and Mary were in Adele’s room hunched over a stack of papers and maps and translations covered in an untidy scrawl. Here and there, words were crossed out and replacements squeezed into any blank space close by.  
 
    Somehow Chelsea had “just happened to be passing by” — Adele suspected this was code for “We’re friends for real now, but I’m too pigheaded to admit it” — and was now intently peering over their shoulders.  
 
    “Just another saga, pretty much like the others. To keep the village safe, Ulnae, the bride of Lars Frosteanskit, is given to an Eis Drake. Lars steals a boat and, after the usual epic sea voyage, finds the Eis Drake’s island and lures the beast into a shallow lake. There he rows around the Eis Drake, taunting it. The Drake blows its breath to freeze Lars — ” 
 
    “Freeze him? I thought dragons breathe fire.” 
 
    Chelsea shook her head. “Didn’t you learn anything in Comparative Xenobiology? Not all Draconus descended from species that have the ability to incinerate. The ones that do have pyros glands under the tongue that spray a combustible secretion when the dragon exhales. This Eis Drake probably descended from one of those, but a series of mutations in its ancestors changed the gland’s secretions so that instead of igniting, they chill the target on contact.  
 
    “What?” Chelsea exclaimed at the looks of amazement directed at her. “I pay attention in class.”  
 
    Grinning, Mary continued as though uninterrupted. “But he freezes the lake instead. The Eis Drake is stuck and Lars slays it.”  
 
    “Does it say anything about the Eis Drake’s island? What did it look like? Which way did Lars sail and how far?” Adele asked. 
 
    “Look,” Mary replied a little impatiently. “I had to access HIMAL’s language translation program to get these. If I press for anything deeper, a subroutine somewhere is going to get suspicious.” 
 
     “This is the fourth Norse saga we’ve sat through.” Chelsea’s voice carried a hint of impatience. “I feel like I’m listening to a Wagner opera festival. What is all this for, anyway?” 
 
    Adele exchanged a look with Mary. “From what we know of Cardwell, it looks like all his Portal hunting always starts with a legend. We’re thinking this island, whatever it is, is the next place he’ll go — maybe my last chance to get my dad’s dZi back.”  
 
    “Do we have any idea where this place is?”  
 
    “What’s off the coast of Norway?” Adele said. “Iceland?” 
 
     “Iceland’s got volcanoes, but the bloody Vikings already lived there. They would have just called it Iceland, not the Eis Drake Island,” Mary said.  
 
    “Here, listen.” Adele brought up the video folder Julian Cardwell had made on the USB drive. His image raced around the screen as she skipped through the first seventy seconds. When she dropped to normal speed, Adele’s nemesis picked up a chart showing a spoon-shaped island surrounded by ocean. 
 
    “After much study, the most probable location of the Eis Drache Hohle is an island with the world’s northernmost active volcano.” Julian Cardwell held the chart out to the camera for a close-up. 
 
    “What was that in the upper left-hand corner?” Chelsea asked. She leaned forward, practically resting on Mary’s shoulder.  
 
    Adele expanded a rectangle around the caption Chelsea had indicated.  
 
    “What’s ‘71N8W’? Some kind of code?” Mary asked. 
 
    “It’s not code,” said Chelsea, who had put on reading glasses none of her friends knew she had. “It’s map coordinates — 71 North, 8 west.” 
 
    She reached over Adele to the keyboard, and soon they were staring at the TerraSat website. Two gold lines crossed in the middle of the screen at the coordinates they’d input. Chelsea zoomed in, and within seconds, a spoon-shaped island slid into view — and it was topped by a high, rocky cone.  
 
    Adele felt her heart pick up the pace. “Guys? Is it just me, or does that look like a volcano?” 
 
    No one said a word as Chelsea entered her inquiry. No sooner had her finger hit ENTER than the caption JAN MAYEN appeared in black lettering under the island.  
 
    “Jan Mayen,” Mary read. “Sounds French.” 
 
    “I wish!” Chelsea exclaimed. “The French own warm places, like the Riviera and Tahiti. Leave it to the Norwegians to lay claim to a rock north of Iceland.”  
 
    “I still don’t see how we’re going to get there,” Mary said after perusing everything the internet had to offer on the subject of Jan Mayen.  
 
     “Yeah, maybe we don’t even have to go. You know, if we can’t get there, then probably Cardwell can’t either,” Chelsea responded. 
 
    “Don’t count on it,” Adele growled. “He’s put too much into this not to see this through. Look at all these scientific papers on this year’s solar maximum. I’m sure Vicente’s told Cardwell about the link between the solar maximum, the aurora, and a Portal — if he didn’t know already.”  
 
    Chelsea continued Googling Jan Mayen along with random key words. “I’m telling you guys, there’s something familiar about that name — if I could just remember . . . Hold on.” She sat up straight, typed in Jan Mayen, global warming. A string of hits appeared, and Chelsea let out a little whoop. 
 
    “Keep it contained, Chelsea — people are going to start wondering if we’ve a party going on here,” Mary said, grinning. 
 
    “Sorry. Check this out — the UN designated Jan Mayen as a study site for Arctic Climate change.” 
 
    “Global warming — yeah, sounds like your kind of cause,” Adele interjected.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking of getting on one of these study missions after I graduate. Good way to . . .” She keyed through a few pages, then stopped on a list of names, shaking her head. “Damn, sometimes I hate it when I’m right. Julian Cardwell got himself assigned as an investigating scientist with the Global Extinction Watchdog Group and look — Vicente’s going as his assistant.”  
 
    “Wonder how he managed that — seeing as he works with imaginary animals,” Mary said. 
 
    “Probably has friends in low places,” Chelsea responded. 
 
    “Whatever!” Adele had to raise her voice to be heard above the chatter. “We know where, when, and how he’s going. Now all I have to do is figure out how I’m going to get there.” 
 
    “You mean how we’re going to get there,” Chelsea corrected in a tone that left no room for argument. 
 
    ******* 
 
    The term ground through its final weeks. With less than a week to the last day, Adele was no closer to finding a way to Jan Mayen.  
 
    Though the final examination for Sergeant-Major’s Physical Readiness Training class did not require long hours of studying, it was arguably the most stressful of all their finals. Adele and Mary were a team, running against the clock in a race to rappel down the cliff face, then swing into a shallow cave fifteen meters above the sea below. Once inside, they were to descend a vertical cleft in the rock to a half-flooded cave, then paddle their kayaks one hundred meters out to a buoy.  
 
    Adele belayed Mary to the upper lip of the cavern in preparation for her pendulous entry. Several meters above them, Chelsea was one of the upper-class judges monitoring their progress.  
 
    Adele leaned back into the static line that anchored her to the cliff in order to take up some of the shock as Mary simultaneously pushed herself into space, then let out enough line to swing into the cave. “How are your plans coming for the, uh, term break?” Chelsea said carefully to Adele once tension came off Mary’s line.  
 
    “I’ve hit a brick wall. There are no flights, boats, or anything to Jan Mayen that’s not part of the weather station’s operation. I’ve thought of calling my grandmother for help but — oof!” Adele nearly lost her grip on the line as Mary gave it a tug to signal that she was ready. She clipped her line to the carbineer attached to the safety line, then signaled Mary that she was ready before backing to the edge.  
 
     “I don’t think that would be very smart. Don’t you think your grandmother’s first reaction would be to call the Director and have him stop you?”  
 
    “I don’t know what else to do.” Adele flexed her knees and looked back over her shoulder. 
 
    “I think there is a way I can get us to Jan May. . .”  
 
    Adele had already pushed off halfway through Chelsea’s matter-of-fact statement. Her last words were cut off as Adele disappeared over the edge. She had just enough swing to make it inside the cave, but Mary let the line out too slowly, and Adele made a somewhat ungraceful landing. She picked herself up and wiped most of cave dirt from her backside just as Chelsea touched down gracefully. Adele rolled her eyes, grabbed Chelsea by the harness, and pulled her to the cave wall.  
 
    “You really got us a way in?” 
 
     “Hey, no time to catch up on gossip, we’re being timed here,” Mary called from across the cave. 
 
    Chelsea pushed away. “I’ve got a connection. Vicente’s still owed his payback. If I help you, I’m in just like before.” 
 
    Adele nodded emphatically. “Absolutely — ” she started, but her words were lost as Mary grabbed her by the harness and dragged her across the cave to the fissure. “Seriously, girl? What’s more important right now — our final or your dad’s — ” 
 
    She broke off as Adele shot her a look and darted over the edge of the fissure. 
 
    “Sorry I asked.” 
 
    They clambered down and into the waiting kayaks and managed to paddle out to the buoy, tying for the worst time score of the day.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27
The Pickpocket Earns His Keep 
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    Adele shouldered the backpack and paused at the mirror. Faded splotches of purple and lime green were the only reminder of her signature “disheveled” hairdo which now hung in a docile, short black curtain against her skull. Her head looked ridiculously small. In a further effort toward conservatism, only her earlobes, her right nostril and eyebrow, and one location under her bulky sweater displayed body jewelry. Adele had tested each piece with a magnet to assure that they had at least an iron or steel core.  
 
    “Practically mainstream,” she muttered as she blew a raspberry at her reflection and walked to the computer terminal. With one hand she typed a message. 
 
    HIMAL, in 48 hours, forward the files on the flash drive I am about to install to my grandmother, Kokoro Ryuunosuke.  
 
    By flash drive, I assume you mean a mass storage device you will install into a USB port. And you know that my programming instructs that the Director is to be notified immediately upon access to information that involves the safety, security, secrecy, or mission of the Institute or any of its personnel or students.  
 
    Adele paused a moment to digest what HIMAL had told her. Once again, she suspected her grandmother’s programming at work, giving her clues to keep from making mistakes. 
 
    “Notified immediately upon access to information. Hmm.” Adele scratched her head. “Go to voice recognition.” There was a tiny beep, and Adele formulated her instructions. 
 
    “HIMAL, in forty-eight hours, access the information on the mass storage device I am about to shove up your USB. After you have executed my command to forward it to Kokoro Ryuunosuke, you may do whatever else your programming sees fit.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” HIMAL responded verbally.  
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, Adele asked one last question. “Has there been any word from my grandmother?” 
 
    “No communication has arrived from either your fraternal or maternal grandmothers. Only your grandmother Kokoro Ryuunosuke utilizes the HIMAL network. She last accessed the system seven days, seventeen hours, forty-two minutes and twenty-three seconds ago.” 
 
    “So, you don’t know Kokoro’s current location?” 
 
    “No data as to Kokoro Ryuunosuke’s current location is in my databanks.” 
 
    Adele bit her lower lip. She’d been harboring a secret hope that Sobo would understand her need to recover her father’s dZi regardless of what the Director thought. Now she felt truly alone. She plugged in the flash drive and left her room. 
 
    A half hour later, Adele, Mary, and Chelsea had checked out with a dour Veronica Wellesley and trotted through the gate and down to the wharf in time to catch the ferry bound for Kirk Jormungand.  
 
    As they were stepping onto the dock, the computer screen back in Adele’s aerial abode came to life. 
 
    URGENT MESSAGE FROM Kokoro Ryuunosuke: Have been on assignment and just received emails from Shamus and Director McCullum. Shamus thinks you may take action on your own. I am leaving for the Institute immediately. When I arrive, we can discuss delicate matter of relieving Julian Cardwell of your dZi without public spectacle. –Sobo  
 
    ****** 
 
    Adele wasn’t surprised to see Simon waiting for them at the dock. She wasn’t pleased either. “Simon, no! You paid me back in the castle. Don’t you have some relatives to visit down in London?” 
 
    “Cheswick.” The smile left Simon’s face. “And I’d rather spend me break with that Beithir thing than most me folks back in the old neighborhood.” 
 
    Adele slumped; she never could handle guilt very well. 
 
    “I invited him,” Chelsea admitted. “He’s a pain in the butt sometimes, but he has his gifts. Besides he’s got a big mouth, and I wanted him here with us to keep news of our little expedition from leaking prematurely.” 
 
    Simon’s face drooped like a basset hound’s. “Chelsea, you know I’d never rat on — ”  
 
    A blast from The Grendel silenced any further reply.  
 
      
 
    The swells increased as The Grendel left the leeward shadow of the island. Adele and Chelsea set four lukewarm cocoas on the table and joined Mary and Simon. 
 
     “It’s no sure thing, but I haven’t heard anything better from any of you,” Chelsea began. “Adele thinks they’re going to this Jan Mayen. The only way to get there is out of Norway. My mother’s brother is in the Air Force, and he’s been assigned to a NATO base somewhere in Norway for the last two years.”  
 
    Mary and Simon kept looking at Chelsea as if to say, and . . . ? 
 
    “Well, I just found out that it’s the same airfield that the UN expedition uses for supplies. With my uncle there, we can get on the base and maybe catch Vicente and Cardwell before they leave,” Chelsea said. 
 
    “That’s a lot of ifs, lovie,” Simon said. “The major one is what if they’ve already left when we get there, for starters.” 
 
    “Then we play it by ear,” Adele replied. 
 
    ****** 
 
    By the time they boarded the bus from the Newcastle Train Station to the ferry dock, spring had deserted them. A cold mist accompanied them most of the way, intensifying to wind-driven sheets of rain by the time they hurried up the gangway and onto the ocean-going ferry, Simon already searching for food. 
 
    As it turned out, the quality of the ferry’s food proved to be only of academic interest as far as Adele, Mary, and Simon were concerned. As soon as the boat cleared the jetty, the three took on a remarkably green pallor.  
 
    Chelsea’s surfer girl background seemed to grant her immunity from the scourge of seasickness. Several hours into the voyage, she returned with a steaming plate of potato pancakes and sauerkraut, which she graciously offered to share. Luckily everyone made it to a receptacle of some kind in time, leaving Chelsea to finish her meal alone. 
 
    Twenty-six hours after leaving Newcastle, the ferry laced its way past the outer island and into the split fjord at the Norwegian port of Bergen.  
 
    “Afraid you come a gutser on this one, mate?” Mary joined Adele at the rail to watch their approach to the harbor. 
 
    “Come a what?” 
 
    “A gutser – you know, gone off halfcocked, made a mistake,” Mary explained. “Just wondering if you had second thoughts, you know — wondering what you’d do if we made a mistake and they’d gone off somewhere else.” 
 
    Adele watched a channel buoy pass by before answering. “No, we’re on the right track — I’m sure of it. I’m just worried that I may not be able to handle it when the time comes. I’ve lost my dad’s dZi twice already. What if I lose it a third time? I don’t think there will be any more chances.” She puffed out a breath. “I’m not sure I deserve any.” 
 
    “No worries.” Mary’s innate optimism was apparent in her tone. “No Beithir this time to muck things up.” 
 
    Soon, the four gathered their luggage and moved off the ferry on legs strangely unused to solid footing. They made their way to a fast-food restaurant and plopped down around a table. Chelsea left to find a public phone while the other three picked at the first food they had been able to look at in more than a day. When she returned, Chelsea wore a big smile and attacked her meal with gusto. Between mouthfuls, she explained her good mood.  
 
    “We’re in luck. Just talked to my aunt. My uncle’s out flying a mission to Svalbard, and he doesn’t come back for three days.”  
 
    “That’s good news?” Mary asked. “Thought this uncle of yours was supposed to get us to this Jan Mayen Island.” 
 
    “That was a long shot. No, the good news is this UN study thing’s kind of taken over the base. Green projects are very well funded this year, and this one gets top priority. They’re very big on publicity — tours, lectures, everything. They’ve got some kind of open house to help with their fundraising.”  
 
    “Okay, friends,” Adele said with an optimism she didn’t feel. “From now on, we’re tourists and we’re all gaga over anything that has to do with airplanes or studying global warming.”  
 
    ****** 
 
    The next morning, they checked out of the Bergen youth hostel and caught a bus for the airport. The route followed Euro Highway E39 south along the eastern edge of the Nordasvatner Fjord, and then west to the airport. Past the passenger terminal, a row of buildings that looked more like warehouses than hangars went on for almost half a mile. The bus stopped, and about a dozen passengers got off in addition to Adele and her friends.  
 
    They followed the crowd around the hangars, then across the fifty yards of tarmac to a line of four-engine C-130s, surrounded by open-sided tents and piles of crated supplies waiting to be loaded.  
 
    “We’ll split up, but keep an eye out for Cardwell or Vicente,” Adele said. “Doesn’t look like the UN has moved much out to the island yet, so they might still be here.”  
 
    Chelsea and Simon wandered off to check out the lectures on the scientific goals of the project while Mary and Adele joined a tour by the flight crews on the logistical problems encountered in moving equipment and people to remote locations. 
 
    Comments and questions were fielded first in Norwegian then repeated in English and any other language as needed. The first tour stop was the warehouse. To one side, crates on pallets were arranged in the order in which they would be loaded onto airplanes for transport to the island. 
 
    “This is tomorrow’s load,” one of the aircrew guides said. “All loading is planned first on a computer. The pallets are scanned here. The computer knows weight and dimension specifications of each pallet from the barcode. It then puts the pallet where it is needed for weight and balance.” The air crewman entered a few keystrokes and the screen on his laptop changed from a table of items to a three-dimensional schematic of where each crate was stacked within the aircraft. 
 
    “Too right, mate, that machine could put you out of business,” Mary said. 
 
     “Not a chance! Someone’s got to do the loading. We don’t have a computer yet that can drive a forklift.” The airman’s remark was greeted with laughter. 
 
    “What is this thing?” someone called from the pallets of supplies. One end of the stack was a rubberized fabrication that took up at least three pallets. It looked somewhat like a large tent that had partially collapsed. 
 
    “That,” the airman smiled, “is a modular habitation, developed by the Norwegian army and used by the visiting scientists. It’s totally self-contained. Has a space for sleeping, kitchen, and bathroom. Most of the participating UN scientists have already gone to the island, and the eighteen permanent residents of the weather base there are feeling a little crowded. You might understand that getting these habitats to the island has become a priority in order to avoid an international incident.”  
 
    “Our way in?” Adele whispered to Mary, who winked, then procured an unguarded flashlight and wandered over for a closer look at the module. The airman was following Mary with his eyes — before she could stop herself, Adele had raised a hand. 
 
    “Yes? You, with the spotted hair.” More titters. 
 
    Adele cast around for a question — hopefully Mary would be quick. “What about supplies? What do they eat and drink while they’re on the island? I don’t see any refrigeration for meat or vegetables.” 
 
    The airman grinned. “Once on site, I can assure you that refrigeration is not a problem. But you are right that there are no refrigeration units here. These crates over here contain over a thousand MREs. The island lacks the kitchen facilities to cook for so many people, and it is our way of ensuring that the guest scientists will not be tempted to overstay their welcome.” 
 
     Laughter was interspersed with jokes about the need to add more sanitary facilities as the group moved on. Mary appeared at Adele’s side, flashing her a thumbs up. 
 
    “MREs, huh? My mouth is already watering.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    They stepped outside the hanger to the unpleasant sound of a shouting match. 
 
    “Come on.” Mary grabbed Adele’s arm and started pulling her toward the sound of the fracas. “I love a good blue.”  
 
    They rounded a kiosk to see Simon up close and personal with a man head and shoulders taller than he was, both red faced and being pulled back by confederates — in Simon’s case, Chelsea.  
 
    “ — I’m saying — this so-called catastrophic climate change is mostly natural. Would’ve happened whether I drive a car or not,” Simon shouted. 
 
    “You’re a flat-earther. The evidence is right here.” The other man jerked a thumb toward a tripod bearing an official-looking graph. “Atmospheric carbon dioxide verses mean global temperature. The correlation is — ” 
 
    “You could correlate increasing temperatures with the increasing sales of Big Macs or the expansion of the internet. And how come you people changed the name from Global Warming to Climate Change? Maybe it’s because there hasn’t been any warming for over a decade — ”  
 
    “I know you!” The other man closed the space between them. “I’ve seen you at rallies — you’re a shill for the oil companies.”  
 
    The man looked ready to throw a punch, but Simon stood his ground. For a moment it looked like the shouting match was going to degenerate into a wrestling match.  
 
    Then Adele, Mary, and Chelsea dragged Simon bodily away with him still shouting, “you’re bloody out of order, you raging Communist — ” 
 
     “Come on, let’s get out of here!” Chelsea kept a firm grip on Simon while uniformed security took a threatening step in their direction. “What got into you? You’ve never had a political opinion since I’ve known you.”  
 
    Simon tore himself from Chelsea’s claw-like grasp. He slowed his pace, looked around to see if anyone was watching, then produced a plastic card from under his jacket.  
 
    “Just doing me job, and what thanks do I get?”  
 
    Chelsea snatched the card from Simon’s hand and turned it from one side to the other. “You almost got us arrested for this?” she said incredulously. “Thing’s blank on both sides.” 
 
    “Look again, lovie. Square of gold metal on one side, that’s a microchip.” 
 
    “And?” Mary said.  
 
    “They have to get their vans through the gates somehow to offload their stuff. I saw that Greenie use his key card and figured it was better than climbing ten feet of chain link topped with concertina wire to get back in.”  
 
    Simon snatched the key card back from Chelsea and sauntered on without another word. 
 
    Mary, Chelsea, and Adele exchanged looks. 
 
    “I knew I was right to bring him,” Chelsea said, and Mary grinned as they fell into step after Simon. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Adele muttered, and followed. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
    As soon as the foursome returned to the youth hostel, they grabbed a quick meal, packed their gear, and checked out. In just over an hour, they were back on a bus to the airport.  
 
    Using the key card Simon had obtained, it wasn’t difficult to enter the warehouse area. Isolation, low crime rate, and the lack of anything a local would want to steal meant that security inside the security fence was light. The only sign of life around the warehouse was two crewmen doing some late-night maintenance within the C-130.  
 
    An aircraft had been partially loaded in their absence. Only the modular habitat and three other pallets remained in the hangar. A quick dash, and Adele, Mary, and Chelsea were comfortably established within the main living space, leaving Simon sequestered by a flexible partition next to the port-a-john. 
 
    “Comfy back there, Simon?” Mary asked once they had secured the door. 
 
    “Yeah, real cozy,” Simon called from the lavatory. “What we need is a deck of cards. Shilling a point, how about it?” 
 
    “What we need is sleep,” Adele retorted. “Turn that bloody flashlight off.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28
A Woman Scorned 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Adele woke up when the world began to shake and lean. Fumes permeated the small space as the racket of a large diesel reverberated outside. The four kids were thrown around as the habitat was lifted and driven to the rear cargo hatch of the waiting aircraft. In a surprisingly short time, they were airborne. 
 
    The flight out was smooth. Darkness and vibration made dozing easy. They all woke when the pitch of the engines decreased and the nose dropped.  
 
    “I think we’re here,” Chelsea ventured from her corner. 
 
    The air was bumpy all the way to the ground. They could tell that they had touched down on the unpaved runway when they were thrown against one wall of the habitat as the engines wound up with the propellers providing reverse thrust. The aircraft finally stopped, pivoted, and taxied over the rough ground.  
 
    No sooner had the engines shut down than the loading ramp was lowered. Daylight flooded in, and heavy footsteps ascended the ramp, stopping just outside the modular habitation.  
 
    In less than an hour, the cargo had been offloaded and stacked haphazardly on the gravel apron. The whine of the C-130’s four turbine-driven propellers wound up to a deafening screech, spraying sand and rock as it began to taxi to the runway. 
 
    “Guess we should get this load unpacked,” said a voice from outside, and Adele stiffened — around her, three sets of wide eyes stared back. 
 
    “Don’t know, it’s getting a bit windy, and — hey, was that the dinner bell?” 
 
    The first voice chuckled, boots crunched across gravel, and the stowaways were left with only the chilled wind for company. Adele let out a huge breath. 
 
    “Now what?” Mary asked from her dark corner.  
 
    “I’m hungry,” Simon croaked from the toilet. 
 
    “Some crates have food,” Adele said.  
 
    “Well then, what are we waitin’ for?” Simon replied, a little cheerier. He inched out of his hole like an earthworm escaping flooded ground. 
 
    After hours of darkness, the late-night brightness was painful, even through the overlying cloud layer. Cautiously they fanned out to inspect the pallets for food or other usable items. The first crate held long underwear marked ONE SIZE FITS ALL. Chelsea and Simon stood next to each other, holding out identical garments, shaking their heads as they glanced at each other.  
 
     A few minutes later, Mary called from inside a cluster of pallets. A number of cardboard boxes were stacked under a flap of torn plastic. Mary lifted one edge. 
 
    “Found the MREs,” she said, pointing to large letters printed on the edge of the cartons.  
 
    “Ooh.” Simon wrestled a carton from its stack. “Meals Rejected by Everyone.” He eyed the box of rations with a cross between suspicion and hunger. “You know, it’s these things what really killed all those Vietnam veterans, not that Agent Orange stuff.”  
 
     “Shush! Get down!” Adele hissed. Everyone followed her lead and ducked. 
 
    “What’s up?” Mary asked. 
 
    “I saw a door open over at the radio building. Someone came out,” Adele replied. She peeked around a crate and watched a lone figure in an orange parka shut the door. He scanned the stacks unloaded from the aircraft and ambled toward the closest one. Halfway there a gust of icy wind blew the hood of his jacket back. The red baseball cap under the hood flew off, and he turned to chase it.  
 
    “It’s Cardwell!” Adele reported to her friends.  
 
    “Wasted no time getting here,” Simon remarked. 
 
    Adele peeked around the stack of crates again. Cardwell had retrieved his hat and was making for a two-story structure with the utilitarian look of World War II Barracks. “He’s heading back. Guess he’s had enough of this weather,” she told her friends. 
 
    “I’m with him,” Mary said, who was starting to shiver. 
 
    Simon accompanied Mary back to the still collapsed habitat while Adele and Chelsea scrounged some more. After ten minutes they had acquired four sleeping bag liners, some fruity energy bars, two rolls of toilet paper, and a small case of chemical hand-warming packets.  
 
    Adele helped Chelsea carry the foraged items to the habitat. “You stay here. I’m going to check out that barracks building that Cardwell ducked into,” she said as she rummaged through her backpack.  
 
     “How’s that, love? I thought you brought me along for my snoopin’ abilities,” Simon said as he started to pull on his jacket.  
 
    “Thanks, but I want information without being noticed — strictly look-but-don’t-touch. I don’t need another environmental shouting match or those sticky fingers of yours bringing back anything that will start a full-scale search.” 
 
    Simon stopped zipping up his jacket and turned away.  
 
    Hunched over in the confines of the habitat, Adele made her way over to Simon. “Hey, sorry. This has nothing to do with you. I just need to get out and do something . . . kind of my sense of honor. You understand?” 
 
    Simon nodded. 
 
    “Why don’t you be my lookout? I could probably use someone to keep me out of trouble.”  
 
    Simon smiled and finished zipping his coat. 
 
    “Ask me, it’s an IQ test, and people going out in that cold get negative points,” Mary said as Adele and Simon slipped out the habitat door. 
 
    The late-night sky had dimmed to twilight. Overhead the clouds rippled with ribbons of aurora that made her skin crawl.  
 
    Adele and Simon crept from pallet to pallet until they were close to the hut. After signaling Simon to stay put, Adele sprinted across the open ground to the building and crept to the back. The building was L-shaped with an outbuilding twenty yards from the back. She weighed her options, then sprinted to the outhouse for some much-needed relief. Just before she reached the door, she heard humming and the screech of a metal latch. Quickly she ducked behind the small building just as Vicente emerged from the outhouse and hurried back to the barracks. Pressing issues forced Adele to use the facilities before following its previous occupant back to the building.  
 
    The outer door opened to a small mud room with a second door at the other end. Adele’s heart felt as if it would pound its way out of her chest as she entered the enclosed space. She carefully snuck a peek through the window in the inner door. Just inside was a small kitchen and pantry sufficient for overnight guests.  
 
    Vicente and Aderyn were busily scrubbing dishes. From the looks on their faces, Adele guessed that kitchen help was not exactly what they thought they had signed up for. A short, intense woman descended a stairway set at the far end of the dining area beyond the kitchen. She negotiated a path between crates of scientific and video equipment to the kitchen, where she inspected the pair’s progress. After some sharp words, she grabbed a steaming kettle of water from the stove and retraced her steps back up the stairway. 
 
    Adele quietly retreated to the chilly half-light of the artic night. Gravel crunched behind her, and she spun to see Simon three feet away, trying his best to walk without making a sound. 
 
    “Simon, what are you doing?” Adele whispered.  
 
    “Saw you use the loo and couldn’t wait,” Simon whispered back with a shrug. “Now I’m here to keep watch like you asked.”  
 
    “Great, now you just doubled our chances of being seen. Get over there and try to blend in.” Adele pointed to a corner of the building dark with shadow, then pointed at the second floor. “I’m going up there for a look.”  
 
    All the windows on the second floor were dark except for a pair at the far end of the building. Adele removed her pair of climbing gloves and shoes from her coat pocket. The chilly air was a shock to her bare feet as she slipped her boots off, and unfortunately, the tropical-weight climbing shoes provided little insulation.  
 
    A shadow moved next to her, and Adele saw Simon putting on his climbing gloves. 
 
    “You’re staying on the ground!” Adele hissed. 
 
    “You know how I feel about heights,” Simon hissed back. “I’m going to catch you if you fall.” He held up his glove-clad hands, “Guaranteed I won’t drop you.” 
 
     “Guaranteed to take my skin off when you grab me.” Adele faced the building. “And I’d rather fall on the gravel than on your bony self.” 
 
    “Got a different impression when we were dangling on the side of that cliff,” Simon muttered as he stripped off his gloves.  
 
    The clapboard exterior of the barracks was heavily weathered. The wood lacked the solid feel she had grown accustomed to in the living forest habitats back at the Institute. It was a bit like walking uphill in sand, a little backslide for each new hold.  
 
    Finally, Adele made it to one of the lit windows. Inside, a long room was lined with metal bunk beds. Several men and women sat around a wooden table in the center of the room. Cardwell paced around the table engaged in an animated monologue. From time to time, he would refer to one of several charts laid out on the table’s surface.  
 
    Adele moved her ear as close to the window as she dared. Julian Cardwell’s voice was muffled, and she only caught every few words: “snow-cats,” “Beerenberg,” “glacial melt,” “expose.” Frustrated, Adele nudged the window — there was a soft screech, and she ducked out of sight, cursing herself. Nothing she heard would be helpful if Cardwell heard her and knocked her off the building.  
 
    For a moment, there was silence — Adele’s heart pounded so loudly, she was sure they would hear, and she pled with the wind to stay silent. The light streaming through the window dimmed as someone paused in front of it. A moment later, the shadow left, and conversation continued. Slowly, Adele lifted herself up and swung the window an inch inward until the voices inside were audible.  
 
    “. . . but documenting endangered wildlife will make better press and bring in more donations,” one man was arguing.  
 
    Cardwell looked apoplectic. “If that’s true, think of how much they’ll donate if I find a new species. It would have to be rare to be undiscovered so far, and if it’s that rare, it’s a sure in for the endangered species list. There’s our poster child for our next funding drive.”  
 
    “And what if we don’t find a new species that’s cuddly enough to captivate the public’s sympathy? We can’t put all our resources in one basket,” a new voice with a noticeable Germanic accent cut in. “No, we do what we were chartered to do. Julian, you were brought on as a biologist to document wildlife. If there’s any time left over, you can go off and indulge your hobby.”  
 
    Cardwell slammed his fist on the table. “Fine. Fine! This is a short window of opportunity, people, and it’s about to close.” Adele flinched at the word window, but no one was looking her way. “You want documented wildlife; I’ll document the wildest life you’ve ever seen. It won’t be cuddly, but I guarantee it’ll captivate the public.” And with that, he stomped out, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    Glacial melt? Exposing something? Adele’s thoughts were cut short by a large piece of gravel striking the wood just above her head. A second stone struck her hip. Below her, she could just make out Simon reaching for another stone.  
 
    “Simon, stop that!” Her whispered words sounded like a shout so close to the partially open window.  
 
    “Adele, watch your backside — ” Simon gestured wildly to the wall behind her.  
 
    Adele looked back. Like some giant tarantula, a gray shadow rounded the corner of the building eight feet off the ground. When it stopped for just a moment, Simon made a running lunge for its legs, but he bounced off the building, short by almost six inches.  
 
    “I’ll take care of you later,” a familiar voice growled at Simon before scrambling directly toward her.  
 
    “Vicente,” Adele growled.  
 
    She climbed straight up, showering bits of weathered wood in her wake. When she reached the edge of the roof, she slapped her right hand onto the sloped surface and heaved, but her barbed gloves slid off the metal roofing as if it were Teflon, while her body spun precariously over thirty feet of empty space.  
 
    Quickly, she slapped her right hand back onto the wooden wall just as her right foot started to lose its grip. Heavy breathing and splintering wood told her that Vicente was below and to her left. When she looked, he was less than a dozen feet away, his eyes narrowed with anticipation. The moment Adele made eye contact, his smile grew, his teeth seeming to glow white against his tanned complexion.  
 
    Adele reached to the right, away from her approaching nemesis, but the weathered wood that anchored her feet splintered beneath her weight. Down she slid, feet and hands splaying to get a grip. Finally, her toes came to rest on the solid wood of the lintel over the window.  
 
    Vicente was now at her level. His smile turned into a sneer as he began to close the few feet that separated them.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” Adele said as she scrabbled away from Vicente. The toes of her right foot found tentative purchase on the wood siding, while her left foot balanced at the edge of the lintel. “If you turn me in, I’ll just tell your friends in there what you’re up to.” 
 
    “And who would believe a stowaway?” Vicente responded as his right foot slid onto the thin edge of the lintel. “While they are busy dealing with you and Simon, Cardwell and I will be long gone.” He stepped further onto the lintel. “All the better if you are injured.”  
 
    Vicente swept for Adele’s left arm to knock it loose, but she had already stepped her left foot off and released her grip enough to slide several feet down the wall. She grabbed the header of the window, then stepped back onto the sill far enough to grab Vicente’s ankle.  
 
    Vicente’s cry wasn’t the only voice raised. Adele could see people inside jump up in surprise at the black body suddenly sprawled against the window. Vicente tried to kick Adele loose, but she hung on, dragging him down until he had replaced her, hanging by his fingertips to the lentil while his feet sought purchase on the sill.  
 
    The shouts from the upstairs room grew suddenly louder as the window was opened and arms reached out to drag Vicente inside. Adele released Vicente, only to have pieces of his pants leg come away with her glove. She began a hurried descent that ended when she landed heavily on the rocky ground.  
 
    Simon rushed over to her, her boots dangling by their laces from his fist. “You’d make a bloody good copper. I should have come up with you.” 
 
    Adele pushed herself up and grabbed the boots. “Yeah, and he would have got us both without warning.”  
 
    Without stopping to put her boots on, she pushed Simon in the direction of the habitat and sprinted as best she could over the rough gravel. Halfway there, Chelsea and Mary intercepted her from behind a pallet labeled SCIENTIFIC EQUIPMENT.  
 
     “I think I just blew it.” Adele looked bewildered.  
 
    “More than you know.” Chelsea pointed to a row of what looked like Jeeps on tank treads. Cardwell was hoisting an aluminum crate into the back of one of them, then climbing into the driver’s door. “Looks like Cardwell’s going to use your escapade as a diversion — he’s taking a snowcat.”  
 
    “Speaking of diversion.” Mary pointed to the barracks where Aderyn had just emerged pulling Vicente close behind. Vicente was surrounded by a hoard of the building’s occupants, all questioning his appearance at the second-floor window.  
 
    “It’s him!” Chelsea grabbed Mary, and they both took off in a dead run toward Vicente.  
 
    Across the open space, the snowcat rumbled to life in a cloud of blue-gray diesel exhaust. Cardwell whipped it around then moved toward the emerging crowd.  
 
    “Quick, before he takes off!” Adele hissed as Simon grabbed her arm and pulled her to her feet. 
 
    Adele, Chelsea, Mary and Simon raced through the early arctic dawn toward the line of snowcats. They were almost there when Cardwell spotted them. Adele broke stride, her gaze locked with his. For a moment it seemed that Cardwell didn’t quite comprehend who he was looking at. Then his jaw muscles flexed. A moment later, a cloud of blue diesel fumes swirled where the snowcat had been. 
 
    Vicente and Aderyn dodged away from the people, then watched in confusion as Cardwell’s snowcat did a gravel-spitting 360-degree turn. Vicente raised his hands to his face like a megaphone and managed one good shout — before he was blindsided by Chelsea running flat out.  
 
    Aderyn was on Chelsea in a heartbeat. Within seconds, she had pulled the screaming girl from Vicente. Chelsea’s rage turned on Aderyn, and she grabbed handfuls of the other girl’s hair. But before she could do any real damage, both girls were bowled to the ground by Mary, who tackled them like a fullback for the Melbourne Storm rugby team.  
 
    Adele lost sight of the combatants as the crowd moved in to pull the girls apart. Temporally forgotten by the mob, Vicente pushed himself to his feet. He looked like he was going to dive into the fracas when he spotted Cardwell racing toward him.  
 
    “Get in!” Cardwell yelled out his opened window as he drove past. “It’s now or never.”  
 
      
 
    Vicente raced to catch up with the revving vehicle. Behind him Aderyn cursed her attackers as she fought free.  
 
    “Follow me,” Vicente yelled, and then, without so much as a glance back, he raced toward Cardwell’s snowcat. Cardwell slowed just enough for Vicente to dive into the passenger seat.  
 
    “Wait,” Vicente put his hand on Cardwell’s arm as the vehicle jerked forward. “Aderyn’s coming…”  
 
    Cardwell looked past Vicente, pursed his lips, and shook his head. The crowd had separated the struggling girls and was now turning its attention toward him. Fifteen feet from the snowcat, Mary caught up with Aderyn and latched on like a leech. Chelsea sprinted past them and was headed full speed for the snowcat.  
 
    Cardwell jammed the throttle forward. “When we come back with the dragon, and you’re famous, she’ll understand.” The snow-machine exploded off at full throttle as they spun around to the north. 
 
      
 
    Torn between the fight and Cardwell, Adele hesitated a moment too long. All around the settlement, barrack doors banged open, and people in various stages of undress poured out. They started waving and calling after the receding vehicle until it crested a rise and disappeared. Then a woman caught sight of her and grabbed her by her arm.  
 
    “I didn’t do anything!” Adele shouted automatically, but the woman didn’t seem to be listening.  
 
    “Did that lousy jerk say where he was going with my snowcat?” 
 
    “Oh, uh . . . looking for an endangered lizard, I think.” Adele pulled her stocking cap lower and shrugged. Before the woman could ask again, the volume of the melee behind her increased to riot level, thanks mostly to an assortment of Australian verbiage whose exact meaning Adele could only guess at.  
 
    More people emerged from housing. Shouts in Norwegian were added to the cacophony of confusion as they ran to the fracas. Fingers pointed in their direction, and Adele and Simon didn’t need a translator to understand their meaning. 
 
    “Someone stop those kids — ” 
 
    “They started this — ” 
 
     “Right.” Simon grabbed Adele’s shoulder and steered her away from the crowds.  
 
    “You want to ditch Chelsea and Mary? They’re going to end up in jail!” 
 
    “And what good is it going to do anyone if we land behind bars with them? This is our shot — seeing as Mary’s giving us a bit of a distraction. Let’s take it,” Simon declared, his right hand thumping impatiently on his thigh.  
 
    Adele answered by picking up her pace to the snowcat and climbing in the passenger side. Simon was in a few moments later, smiling like a Cheshire cat.  
 
    “I don’t know how to drive this thing,” she said as she looked around the cabin. 
 
    “No worry, love. I pinched me a ‘dozer once down London way.” The engine sputtered to life, and the rig shook like it was ready to fly apart. Simon worked the throttle a few times and the rhythm smoothed out. “If I hadn’t stopped to see if the copper was all right after I ran over his car, they would never had caught me.”  
 
    “Where’s the steering wheel?” Adele asked.  
 
    Simon grabbed what looked like a joystick mounted on the dash in front of him, and the machine lurched forward, “and me mum said that I was wasting me time on PlayStation.” He pushed the lever to one side, and the vehicle spun around, throwing Adele against her door. It popped open, and it was all she could do to keep from falling out.  
 
    “Make up your mind if you’re coming,” Simon shouted to Adele, who was desperately trying to pull herself back into the cab. “That door lets in a frosty breeze.” 
 
    “Why aren’t they coming after us?” Adele gasped, flailing for a grip as the snowy treads ground below her head. 
 
     Simon jingled two key rings. “I was scoping things earlier and took the liberty of collecting the keys those lug-heads left in the other vehicles. Thought to myself that it’d be a shame if someone came along and pinched them. So, I sort of gathered them up — just for safekeeping, mind you.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re a real saint,” Adele shrieked, her grip on the door weakening. “Will you give me a hand already?” 
 
    Simon reached over, grabbed Adele by the belt, and hauled her in. Glancing back as she pulled the door shut, Adele caught a last look at the fight — Chelsea and Aderyn were being held in check by several men. Mary was on the ground several yards away, still struggling under the weight of two substantial women scientists. 
 
    “Not bad for a couple girls who play a zero-contact sport,” Adele said. 
 
    “Yeah, well — Mary’s not really a no-contact kind of girl, if you know what I‘m saying,” Simon said with a shrug. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s — hold on, what’s that supposed to mean?” Adele said. 
 
    “No, I didn’t mean — not like she and I have — don’t be ridic — ” 
 
    Right then, the ride got too rough for Adele to say more without biting her tongue, which was probably for the best.  
 
    The middle of the spoon-shaped island narrowed to a sandy pit, with a long lake on one side and the North Sea on the other. Further north, the island widened to accommodate the Beerenberg volcano they’d seen on the map online. The other machine’s tracks were easy to follow as they went around the lake that divided the isthmus in the middle of the island, veering toward a cone-shaped mound.  
 
    “Is that . . . the volcano?” 
 
    “Don’ worry, love — no sign of an eruption today.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean the area’s stable. Where does he think he’s going?”  
 
    Simon dug inside his jacket. “Here you go, love,” he said, plopping a folded topographical map on Adele’s lap. “I managed to pinch this from Cardwell’s passenger’s seat before he took off. Take a look and see if it’ll do any good. Look to the writing to the left, near the top of the island.” 
 
    Adele squinted — the map jostled in her hands as they crested yet another bump. Sure enough, something that looked like Isen Drage Hule was scrawled in pencil just above the island’s northwest coast. Next to it, someone had drawn a line that led to an X just inland: the Larrson geyser fields.  
 
    X marks the spot all right, she thought. She imagined the snowcat crossing contour lines on the map, relentlessly approaching the X. The hopes, the planning, and the fantasies of the last several weeks were all too fast becoming reality — a reality that could forever alter her future.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29
The Bitter Cousins 
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    Twenty minutes later, Adele’s eyes were watering as they rounded the spiky blue edge of a partially melted glacier and entered the geyser field. In sharp contrast to the monotonous, black and white patchwork of the rest of the mountain, pools of deep aquamarine, rimmed in brilliant shades of orange and yellow, hiccupped bubbles of eye-stinging sulfurous steam. At other points, pillars of boiling water shot into the cold air, producing rooster tails of steam the length of a football field. 
 
     They slowed to a crawl while they searched for Cardwell’s snowcat. They rounded a large boulder, and Adele nudged Simon, pointing to a splash of cherry red just uphill and to the right of a large, roiling pool.  
 
    “There it is,” she said. The other cat was parked just out of range of a geyser spewing a wall of scalding water over the lava cliff behind it.  
 
    The snowcat shook and rattled as Simon pulled it behind Cardwell’s and shut down. The silence did nothing to calm Adele’s growing sense of unease. 
 
    “Wonder where they got off to?” Adele said when she finally jumped out of the vehicle. 
 
    As if to answer, the geyser suddenly ceased its eruption, exposing the entrance of a lava tube extending into the dark volcanic mountain.  
 
    “Bloody hell, another cave,” Simon groused as he rummaged in the back of the snowcat. “How often do you think that geyser shoots off?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” Adele stepped gingerly around the big, wet hole in the ground, then stopped just short of the cave entrance and peered into the darkness. “Wish we had a flashlight.”  
 
    Simon held up a black Maglite the length of his forearm. “Liberated it from the equipment box in back.”  
 
    Cautiously they entered a space three or four times their height, the ceiling ragged and looking as if sections would come loose and crash down on them with the least provocation. The floor was just as uneven with spongy, razor-sharp gravel crunching like cornflakes wherever they stepped. The intense smell of geyser-spawned sulfur was gradually diluted by a flow of fresh air from within the cave.  
 
    “Must be another opening somewhere. Least it keeps the air breathable,” Adele said. 
 
    Simon made a face. “If you call this breathable.” 
 
    The cave made a series of shallow, left-hand bends. Just as Simon’s flashlight became a necessity rather than a convenience, Adele had him douse the light. When their eyes adjusted, they could make out a glimmer of strangely colored light ahead and to the right.  
 
    They stole forward, holding their breath as they crept around the last bend to a hollow about the same size as the Grotto back at the Institute, where Dr. Singh had tested Adele’s Portal abilities. However, where the volcanic walls of the testing chamber had been smooth as glass, the interior here was jagged and dull, as if it had been hastily dug out by large earth-moving equipment. Several small LED lanterns were spaced around the periphery of the cavern, their contribution adding little to the dusky light of the interior. 
 
    The entire length of the far wall was occupied by a smooth sheet of jet-black obsidian. Vapor cascaded from the ceiling, forming a broad curtain of luminous fog just above the expanse of volcanic glass. Golden flashes like minute exploding stars winked beneath rivulets of condensation snaking down the surface. The lustrous substance of the wall seemed alive with waves of darkness that appeared to dissolve the solid material in undulating ripples of insubstantial ether.  
 
    Adele stood for an instant, not quite understanding what she was seeing. Simon pulled Adele back into the tunnel away from the cavern entrance. 
 
    “Is that a Portal?” she whispered. “I thought they were all quartz. Why is this one black?”  
 
    “That’s volcanic glass — mostly silicon dioxide, just like quartz. Portals are like people — come in all shapes and colors but pretty much do the same thing. Once you get them charged up that is, and it looks like this one’s charged enough to pop.” 
 
     “What?” Adele asked. 
 
    “Qualitative Portal Physics 201,” he answered. “You’ll take it next year. When enough energy accumulates within a Portal Matrix, it starts to fluoresce like that. Those little flashes are the energy given off when quasi-stable wormholes collapse. All it takes is an energy surge here or on the other side to exceed the boundary threshold and pop goes the Portal.”  
 
    “You picked a fine time to go academic on me,” Adele responded. 
 
    “No wonder Cardwell wanted to bring your dZi here. An Adept wouldn’t have to have high marks in the Portal category at a place like this. All it’d take to lower the threshold is a little nudge . . .” 
 
    “No nudging. Nudging not allowed.” Adele peered into the gloom. “I can’t see much . . .” 
 
    “Vicente’s in the middle of the room,” Simon said. “I’d bet a quid it was your dZi I saw hanging from Vicente’s neck too.” 
 
    “How’d you . . .?”  
 
    “Before I was at the Institute, I did a summer working the graveyard shift, if you take my meaning.” Simon grinned.  “Some say I got a talent for seeing in the dark.”                
 
    Adele crouched low and took another long look around the interior of the cavern. “I don’t see Cardwell. Simon, why don’t we wait here for — ” 
 
    “Ugh — ” Simon’s voice cut off, and as Adele whirled around, a new voice spoke. 
 
    “My lord, you are resourceful. Adele, is it?” Cardwell squeezed a wide-eyed Simon in a secure strangle hold from behind. “I’m afraid the last time we met we were too busy for introductions. Julian Cardwell. Excuse me if I don’t shake hands, but my arms seem to be a little full.  
 
    “Vicente, we’ve got visitors,” Cardwell called before indicating Adele should precede him into the cavern. “What did I tell you, amigo? Never let yourself get boxed in with only one exit. That little side tunnel I found has already proved valuable.”  
 
    Cardwell pointed toward one of several LED lanterns set around the periphery of the cavern; its inadequate light illuminated a small, dark opening even Adele would have trouble standing in. 
 
    “I believe you and Vicente are already well acquainted,” he taunted as they moved across the cavern. “Let’s round out introductions. I take it your puny companion here is Simon?”  
 
    “I’m bigger than I look,” Simon managed to croak. 
 
    “Maybe so,” Cardwell chuckled, “but I think that I could break your scrawny neck if I had a reason.”                
 
    Simon responded with a grunt that sounded unpleasantly forced.  
 
    “So, amigo, how are you coming with the launcher?” Cardwell kept Adele just ahead of him as he frog-marched Simon to where Vicente was fastening four metal tubes around the base of what looked like a military mortar.  
 
    “This would go faster if I had some light, amigo.” Vicente stretched out the last word, sounding annoyed. 
 
    Cardwell reached into a cardboard box and tossed him a red stick the thickness of a broom handle. “Flare,” he snapped. “Just jerk the wire loop to light it.” 
 
    Vicente wrinkled his nose at the stick. “No glow sticks? The smell of these things is muy mal.” 
 
    “That’s all they had in the back of the snowcat. That’s tree huggers for you — when they’re out to save furry critters, worrying about air quality is beyond them.”  
 
    Cardwell grabbed a roll of duct tape and proceeded to secure Simon’s wrists behind his back before pushing him down on an aluminum case. A harsh glare flared through the cavern like a continuous flash of lightning. Adele squinted against the brightness and stepped back to escape the pungent fumes.  
 
    “That’s far enough,” Cardwell warned, and she froze. “Aderyn was watching YouTube one night,” he said in response to Adele’s curious peeks at Vicente’s project. “Some of the videos were obviously faked. I realized that in today’s digital world it might be impossible to prove my video evidence was real. That’s when I knew that I needed something more concrete.” Cardwell produced a second mortar with four smaller pipes fastened to its base. “Net launchers — I figure a dragon’s worth a lot more if I bring it back alive.”  
 
    “That’s your plan? Throw a net over a dragon?”  
 
    “Amazing stuff, this Kevlar.” Cardwell pulled a few strands of the netting from the mortar tube. “This grade of net has stopped a charging bull elephant. A great white can’t bite through it, and best of all, it’s flame proof. Besides, I have Plan B.”  
 
    From behind a sheltering pile of rocks, he grabbed the biggest gun Adele had ever seen. “Fifty caliber, steel jacketed; stop a charging herd of elephants if I could get them to line up. Either way, I’m not going home empty-handed. I’m going to prove to the world that these beasts exist, and now that you and your friends are here, I’m going to expose the Institute while I’m at it.”  
 
    Adele was struck by the malice in his voice. “Why expose the Institute? I mean, if you capture the dragon, won’t that be enough? You’ll be famous. You’ll get paid like a zillion dollars. What more do you need?”  
 
    Cardwell laid down the gun and walked the few paces to where Adele was standing. “Revenge,” he said in a voice cold as a sword sliding from its scabbard. “Just because of a genetic quirk, I am relegated to years of ridicule, of scrounging for scraps of information, while my cousin is discovered to have special gifts. I get nothing, and he gets a free ride into a world kept beyond my reach — by your Institute.  
 
    “Now I’m going to demonstrate that intelligence and perseverance can trump a genetic accident. So, stay out of the way. If you give me any trouble, I’ll put Simon here up front as dragon bait.”  
 
    Cardwell turned his back on Adele as if she were irrelevant. “Vicente, as soon as you’re set up, we should see if you can put your, or should I say Miss Adele’s, dZi to good use.” Cardwell flashed Adele a condescending grin. “You’re witnessing history.” 
 
    The Spaniard stretched out his right hand; her dZi dangled by its leather cord just below his clenched fist.  
 
    Adele lunged, but Vicente was too fast, shifting like mongoose evading a cobra’s strike. Before Adele knew it, he was behind her. He grabbed her arm and twisted until her shoulder exploded in pain. Adele swung a fist wildly behind her, but Vicente dodged and twisted harder  — gasping with pain, Adele bent double until her nose brushed her knees.  
 
    “They say at the Institute that you are smart. That I do not believe.” Vicente towered over her. “When I wanted your dZi, I took it. You were as a child against me.” He lowered the dZi enticingly in front of her face. “When you and your friends tried to get it back in the cave of the Beithir, I won again.” 
 
    “I think I’d give that round to the Beithir.” Adele tried to squirm free of his grasp, only to be rewarded by another cruel twist to her arm. 
 
    “Vicente!” Cardwell’s voice boomed through the cavern. “Save your rancor for later. Let her go.” 
 
    Reluctantly, the pressure came off Adele’s arm. As she straightened, Cardwell stepped behind her, grabbed her arms, and proceeded to secure them with duct tape. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Cardwell said as he pushed her down on the metal container next to Simon. “I thought that threats to your friend’s wellbeing would be enough to keep you from interfering. Apparently, I was wrong.” 
 
    Adele winced as she struggled to free her hands.  
 
    “Don’t,” Simon whispered. “It only makes it tighter.” 
 
    “Vicente, I think it’s safe to finish your preparations without fear of interference,” Cardwell called. 
 
    “It won’t do you any good,” Adele shouted from her perch. “Dr. Singh said Vicente would need lots of training before he could control a Portal.” 
 
    The Spaniard made a lunge toward Adele but was stopped by Cardwell’s hand on his chest. 
 
    “I think you underestimated your little friend, amigo. She is trying to get you to doubt your abilities.” Cardwell flashed his partner a knowing look before turning to Adele. “If you’re talking about the disaster in the Beithir cave, I’m sorry, but Vicente has already explained that problem. There simply wasn’t enough energy to start with.”  
 
    Cardwell glanced at the obsidian wall. “But that won’t be a problem here . . . the stone’s already charged. Just look at that glow, those flashes. It’s just like they describe in the ancient sagas. The energy within the volcano will provide us with all the power we need.” 
 
    Vicente extinguished his flare in a pool of water. Light, fluorescing from within the mist, bathed everything in a violet glow. He looked like a ghost as he approached the sheet of obsidian. His left hand extended through the mist to place the dZi against the black rock. He bent his head forward and closed his eyes. A clockwise swirl of mist formed below his hand, and Adele caught her breath — could he really do it?  
 
    The swirl sped up, grew — Adele could see pinpoints of sweat breaking out on Vicente’s forehead. He opened his eyes, and for a moment, it was like Adele was seeing Vicente for the first time. The expression on his face transformed him — not triumph, not gloating, but joy — pure, unadulterated happiness.  
 
    It must mean the world to him, being a Portal Adept, Adele realized. But why?  
 
    And for one insane, illogical moment, she wanted him to succeed. She hated Vicente — but the joy on his face that was something she herself had felt.  
 
    A second later, though, the whirl of light and mist was already abating.  
 
    Cardwell hissed out his held breath just before Adele let out hers. “What’s happening?” he shouted.  
 
    Vicente moved the dZi in a wide arc. A swath of sparks as big as his palm chased the dZi halfheartedly through the translucent stone. After he paused, the sparks formed a clockwise swirl with the amulet at its center. Vicente leaned his forehead against the stone. Five, ten, fifteen seconds went by. Slowly, as if gradually losing interest, the small rotating swarm of flashes randomly dispersed into the stone.  
 
    Vicente sank to his knees, his right hand tenaciously massaging his skull behind his right ear. “No puedo verlo,” he muttered. 
 
    “What?” demanded Cardwell. 
 
    “I can no longer see it. In my mind it’s no longer there! El Portal — I caught a glimpse, like in testing, like in the castle . . .” Vicente put the dZi down and held his head with both hands. “Now there’s only pain.” 
 
    “This is your fault!” Cardwell shouted at Adele. “That slug you brought through the Portal injured my Adept. He almost had it and now look.” Cardwell pointed at the kneeling Vicente. “He’s lost it  — ” 
 
    “No!” Vicente put the dZi back to the wall, his face contorted in a grimace of concentration. “I just need to work on it a little longer.” 
 
    Cardwell waited a long minute while Vicente leaned against the wall. Then, without a word, he retrieved the dZi and pulled Vicente away.  
 
    The young Spaniard scowled at Adele, tears running down his cheeks, eyes burning with rage. “I feel nothing — nothing now but pain.” 
 
    Cardwell held the dZi at arm’s length in Adele’s direction. “You can control it.”               
 
    “Even if I could, why should I?” Adele replied from the dark center of the cavern. Cardwell marched over to Simon and yanked him to his feet. Simon grimaced as Caldwell jerked his arms up behind him.  
 
    “Stop! Stop! I don’t know if I can! I’m just a first year. They haven’t taught us yet,” Adele pleaded. 
 
    “Quit stalling.” Cardwell held out Adele’s dZi, “I know you know how to use it.” 
 
    Cardwell turned Adele around and stripped the tape off her wrists without concern of stripping her flesh with it. 
 
    “Here.” The dZi landed at Adele’s feet. “Pick up your trinket and open the Portal.” 
 
    Adele didn’t move.  
 
    “Adele, remember the Beithir. Don’t  — ” Simon’s pleas were choked off as Cardwell’s arm flexed around his throat.  
 
    “Pick it up!” Cardwell’s jaw muscles contorted while Simon’s eyes rolled back in his head. 
 
    “Okay!” Adele picked up her father’s dZi. 
 
     “Good. Now’s your chance to get even with Vicente, to show him up.” Cardwell motioned to Vicente to get the net gun.  
 
    Adele stepped to the Portal Matrix. “I know it’s hard for your egos to take, but I didn’t come for Vicente, and I certainly didn’t come for you.”  
 
    Adele swept the talisman in broad arcs an inch above the face of the obsidian without any effect. “I guess Vicente wins this one too.” Adele clutched the dZi tightly in her palm and started to edge to one side of the cavern.  
 
    Cardwell darted back to where Simon struggled, red faced, with his bindings. “Going to leave your friend here with us?” 
 
    Adele stopped. She clenched her dZi tightly in one hand and wanted to punch something.  
 
    “Good, emotions like that generate a lot of internal energy; can’t hurt when you’ve got to open a wormhole.” Cardwell smirked. “How about we kick things up a bit with a family reunion?” 
 
    Adele looked around, half expecting Aderyn to enter with Sobo bound and gagged. 
 
    “Earlier when I told you about my cousin, I failed to mention his last name — de Saint Claire.” He smiled cruelly. “Has a familiar ring to it wouldn’t you say? I’ve never forgiven François for having what I could never have — even now that I’ve taken all that was his.” 
 
    “No!” Adele looked at Julian Cardwell through a haze of disbelief. He was lying, wasn’t he? Every piece of her denied it, but she could see by the look in his eyes that it was the truth.  
 
    “I don’t believe you!” Head down, eyes tightly shut, she threw her arms wide like an umpire calling a runner safe at home. The hand clutching the dZi smacked into the obsidian wall with a snap that heralded the release of the power stored within.  
 
    Behind her closed eyelids, a black maelstrom appeared the moment the dZi touched the wall. Her mind saw it explode from a point smaller than her thumbnail to a dark tunnel taller than she was. A breeze tickled the back of her neck, and she opened her eyes. A circle of purple-green mist stretched from her feet to her head, rotating around a growing ball of emptiness within the dark, volcanic glass. Wind streamed into it from behind her, and Adele felt the familiar sensation of being sucked in. She quickly backed away, thrusting the dZi into her pocket.  
 
    Vicente and Cardwell had retreated — Cardwell looking triumphant, Vicente anxious. Both were so busy with their preparations that they didn’t notice or care that Adele had moved past them to Simon’s side…  
 
     “This is going to hurt,” Adele whispered as she ripped the duct tape from Simon’s wrists.  
 
    Behind her the vortex suddenly inverted — a fountain of energy projected from the obsidian surface. The sudden flare knocked Adele to the floor on top of Simon. When she looked back, the still-spinning vortex was partially obscured by something massive unfolding from its depths. A claw emerged and grabbed the glassy stone at the edge of the Portal. 
 
    “Come on, Simon! It’s about to get really crowded.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30
The Eis Drake 
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    Together Simon and Adele darted toward the back of the cavern.  
 
    Adele had gone only a few steps when a dominant presence invaded her mind. She stumbled and almost drove Simon into the ground with her unexpected weight. 
 
    “Adele, what’s wrong?” Simon grunted as he fought to keep her standing. 
 
    “It’s here . . .” Adele murmured. 
 
    “Of course, it’s here!” Simon looked back. A hulking form the size of a bull elephant stood in silhouette against the now intact obsidian wall. Two-foot horns atop its head scraped loose rock from the ceiling. Lustrous scales along a lithe body and serpentine neck reflected the dim light as an electric sapphire blue.  
 
    “No, it’s here,” Adele pointed to her skull. “In my head.” 
 
    “You’re a Dragon Adept?” Simon said, his eyes widening. “But you’re  — ” He paused, then started again, dragging her now toward the tunnel. “Never mind. What does it see?”  
 
    “Us, and . . .” Adele shook her head to clear her mind, to make room for herself. 
 
    “And what?”  
 
    “And it’s pissed.” 
 
    “Good enough for me,” Simon said as he pushed Adele forward.  
 
    Behind them a flash was accompanied by a muffled bang.  
 
    “Damn it, Vicente! You shot too s — ” Cardwell’s rebuke was drowned out by a monstrous roar.  
 
    Shimmering wings spread to block out the entire obsidian wall. Vicente’s net draped ineffectually over the right shoulder and half the wing. The beast’s head swung toward Vicente like a snake homing on its prey. It took a deep breath that seemed to go on forever, then a cloud erupted from its muzzle like a miniature blizzard which enveloped Vicente as he tried furiously to reload his net launcher.  
 
    Icy spray and mist reached the back of the cave. Where droplets touched her, Adele felt the stinging burn of her skin flash-freezing. A strong, organic odor enveloped them as Vicente’s agonized screams echoed throughout the chamber.  
 
    “Over here!” Cardwell called a moment before his net launcher fired.  
 
    Adele’s mind was a storm of fear, rage, and bewilderment. She couldn’t tell which were her feelings and which were the dragon’s. A paralysis of conflicting compulsions made it impossible for her to move.  
 
    “You trying to get us killed?” Simon shoved Adele through the opening and into the tunnel. Once there was rock between her and the beast, Adele’s mind cleared. Back inside the cavern, roars and the sounds of thrashing were interspersed by shouted expletives.  
 
    “Let’s bloody well get out of here!” Simon shouted. 
 
    “No.” Adele stood firm, pulling Simon to a halt.  
 
    “Bloody hell! I knew you was going to say that! What is it now? Feeling sorry for a beast that would as soon as turn you into a popsicle and have you for dessert? What kind of sense does that make?” Simon looked as if he was going to shake apart in frustration. 
 
    “No, it’s Cardwell. I can’t let him show it to the world. That’s what the Institute’s about, isn’t it?” Adele’s voice was steady and determined. 
 
    “You sure having that beast in your brain didn’t addle things a bit?” Simon poked Adele’s forehead. “Unless I missed something, you’re just a first year, and after this little escapade, I’ve me doubts either of us will be going back. You don’t owe them a thing. It’s their job; let them take care of it.” 
 
    Adele’s lower lip quivered. “My parents would do it,” she said. 
 
    “Bloody hell! I knew you’d say something like that too.” Simon squared his jaw. “Okay, I know that look. In for a penny, in for a pound, me mum used to say.”  
 
    Adele entered the cavern and crept through the gloom, keeping one hand on the wall and the other on her dZi. Before she took half a dozen steps, Vicente staggered from the darkness, the left half of his body covered in thick frost. His eyes locked on Adele. In an instant he was on her, his unfrozen hand struggling to wrest the dZi from her grip. In desperation, she brought her knee up as hard as she could, but before it made contact, Vicente flew back, his good arm flailing. She heard the crump as he landed against the wall behind her. 
 
     “Never thought me break dancing would amount to more than making me a few bob on the street,” Simon said. He was planked on his right arm while his feet arced around in a circle. “Swept his feet right out from under him. Straight out of a Kung Fu movie.” 
 
    Vicente pulled himself up. He looked from Adele to Simon, half his face contorted in a mocking smile. “El dragón puede tenerte,” he spat, before moving off without a backward glance. “The dragon can have you.” 
 
    “Go after him,” Adele ordered Simon. “Make sure he doesn’t touch the Snowcat. We may need to get out of here fast.”  
 
    Without looking to see if Simon obeyed, Adele reentered the cavern. At the other end, a partially ensnared dragon was engaged in a standoff with Julian Cardwell. The second net had entangled the beast’s left wing, head, and most of the torso including three of its four clawed feet. Claws and teeth relentlessly worked the Kevlar netting, but true to Cardwell’s boasting, the net held.  
 
    Cardwell circled the dragon like a wounded predator. His frozen left arm hung useless at his side. In his other arm he held a long staff tipped with an iron head. He tried to grab Vicente’s net, only to retreat just ahead of a sweep of the beast’s free claw.  
 
    Keeping low to blend with the shadows, Adele snuck forward along one wall. She had no plan other than to make it possible for the dragon to go back where it came from. That meant reopening the Portal. 
 
    Halfway to her goal, the dragon roared, and waves of emotion burst into her head through the dZi. Hatred and rage, chillingly reminiscent of the Gargouille, overpowered her senses. But there was more than bestial fury — there were pictures, memories. The dragon and its kind had been here before. Men lit by torches and armed with long, iron-tipped spears that flashed and burned the dragon’s flesh evoked such intense loathing and fear that Adele wanted to vomit. Of course, iron was to be feared. Adele’s own experience told her that. But there was something else, something that it feared even more than iron. Something . . . 
 
    A roar of pain accompanied a shower of sparks where Cardwell thrust the long staff at the crouching beast. Still encumbered by the net, the dragon heaved itself out of range of Cardwell’s jabs, then turned and discharged an icy white cloud that barely reached Cardwell’s feet.  
 
    “Out of gas?” he taunted. “Good! You just stay put while I reload. Then you’ll be the lead story for every news service in the world.”  
 
    The Eis Drake swayed back and forth as it glared at Cardwell. Slowly, the net shifted with each movement. Snagged scales untangled themselves, and a second claw scratched at the cavern floor unfettered by the Kevlar strands. 
 
    Adele’s heart pounded. From her vantage, it looked like the dragon would slip its bindings at any moment. With any luck, they would be occupied with each other long enough for her to open the Portal and get out. If the Portal’s open, maybe it won’t want to fight, she thought as she made a final, crouched sprint to the obsidian wall. Yeah, and as long as I’m dreaming, maybe Cardwell will jump in after it.  
 
    When Adele touched the dZi to the wall, the expanding maelstrom crowded the dragon’s presence to a back corner of her mind. The feeling of being drawn into the swirling blackness was almost a relief after the emotional turmoil of the beast’s thoughts.  
 
    In her mind, she followed the Portal into a world of ancient, snowcapped volcanos whose weathered peaks rose high above a lush forest. Strange calls filled the air where reptilian creatures beat through the heavens on leathery wings. Her perspective zoomed to a rocky crag somewhere far removed from the Portal opening.  
 
    A man with gray-streaked hair huddled at the mouth of a cave overlooking an overgrown valley. His clothes were threadbare and torn. His arms and forehead bore the scars of a life filled with peril.  
 
    Her perspective shifted again — this time it was as if she was seeing the world through the man’s eyes. He looked with concern at a woman with features like Sobo. The woman looked back; her eyes were sunken with fatigue brought on by a life of constant danger.  
 
    Her parents.  
 
    In spite of their hardships, Adele sensed neither rancor nor regret in either of them. Instead, she felt a surprising contentment, as if they had done what was needed both in their life’s work and for each other. 
 
    Adele couldn’t stop looking at them, at their eyes and hands and faces — little pieces of herself reflected in them. Her heart felt fit to burst — she wanted to reach out and touch them, pull them back through with her — but she had no hands, no fingers, no skin. Only her mind had gone through the Portal — she was just a collection of thoughts, skipping from brain to brain.  
 
    She couldn’t touch them, but she could see them, and she wondered if she could ever look away. 
 
    Then a brisk breeze swept through her hair, tickling Adele back to reality. She shook her head as the cave appeared again before her eyes. I have to move! She realized. I came to do this because I knew they would have. I’ve done all I can, and now they would want me to get out!  
 
    Adele kept to the shadows as she retraced her steps. Halfway to the cavern entrance, the dragon trumpeted its freedom from the net. Shimmering wings spread to enfold its enemy while the neck struck out with jaws snapping at air where an instant before its tormentor had stood. Cardwell rolled to one side, then fired the net gun from the hip. The hastily loaded web went wide, catching only the left wing in its tangling mesh. The Eis Drake slowed just long enough to rip the Kevlar mesh away with its fore claws before turning once again to attack. 
 
    Cardwell cursed as he dove over the stacked rock wall behind him. In a moment, he reappeared with the fifty-caliber rifle and fired. Sparks flared where the steel-jacketed bullet passed through the membranous wing close to the body. The beast howled in rage and rushed forward before Cardwell could chamber another round.  
 
    It had all happened so fast, Adele’s mind had trouble separating her own terror from the dragon’s wrath, but there was still part of her brain that knew to flee.  
 
    The dragon was ahead of her now, clambering after Cardwell to the side wall where he had indicated the smaller tunnel was.  
 
    Just ten more steps to go. Simon, you better have the motor running. 
 
    She willed strength into her trembling legs, preparing to run once she reached the tunnel. But something was wrong. Adele stopped, her wheezing breath sounded like a bellow in the fresh silence. A shape blocked the tunnel entrance, something that sparkled ice-blue as light from the remaining LED lamps reflected off hand-sized scales. The dragon took great care not to bump its horned head against the ceiling as it turned to face her. There was little room for it to unfold its wings more than halfway. In the diffuse light, their lustrous surface looked like fine silk.  
 
    “I’m only trying to get you home. I’m . . .” Adele’s tentative plea came out as a hoarse whisper. “I’m your friend.” 
 
     An unbidden image invaded her mind. Helmeted warriors illuminated by torchlight brandished spears. The scene ended with a memory of so much chaos and pain that Adele almost doubled over.  
 
    Okay, I guess negotiations are out.  
 
    Adele dashed back into the interior of the cavern. A cold blast washed over her back; drops of icy liquid splattered her neck and hands, evaporating as soon as they made contact leaving her skin peppered with frozen, white patches. She ran for Cardwell’s gun but tripped just short of the stacked rock wall. As she scrambled to push herself up, her hand found the smooth shaft of the iron-tipped spear. On instinct, she turned it on her pursuer.  
 
    The dragon stopped just out of range of the dull, metal tip. Memories of past encounters continued to flood through the dZi to Adele’s mind. All were painful, and none ended well for the warrior wielding the spear. The dragon circled, its head at eye level, yellow eyes unblinking. Its muscles rippled with anticipation. A swipe with its right fore-claw earned it a searing wound across the footpad but almost knocked the spear from Adele’s damp grip.  
 
    Adele turned with the beast, her spear leveled not at the head but at a thicker and better target — the chest. When the dragon had circled halfway, it stopped — its bulk partially obscuring the swirling maelstrom that was the pathway back to its home.  
 
    “You don’t. Want. To do this. You want. To turn around. And go home.” Adele’s frightened breath came in short gasps.  
 
    The dragon’s response was to snap at the spear. The iron tip caught the beast’s upper lip; the fireworks display caused it to jerk back with a savage snarl. Fear and loathing mixed with memories of previous battles with humans.  
 
    We can’t keep this dance up forever. Adele could feel the weight of the spear in her biceps and forearms. She had the nagging feeling that she had missed something important in the dragon’s memories. She tried to remember — there were warriors illuminated in flickering pools of light, the dragon’s hatred of the iron lances. But there was an even stronger hatred and fear of…  
 
    It wasn’t the iron-tipped spear in the warrior’s right hand that terrified the beast. It was what he held in his left hand.  
 
    “The torch. You’re afraid of fire.” Her voice rasped like dry leaves. Even as she spoke, it sounded absurd — but then again, this was an Eis Drake — an ice dragon. Cold could immobilize prey too, and there was no rule that said a dragon had to cook its meal before devouring it. 
 
    “You know,” Adele said to the watchful, yellow eye. “That breath of yours could peel the paint off a school bus.” Careful to keep the spear pointed at the dragon’s chest, she edged to the cardboard box containing the flares. “It’d probably give you one heck of a pizza burn if you ever got it near a spark. I’m just hoping you know it too.” 
 
     When she knelt and reached into the box, the dragon darted suddenly to the side, then forward, trying for an opening — but Adele quickly closed it by shifting the spear. The flares were frozen together, and Adele’s fingers were numb by the time she worked a couple loose. She cradled the shaft of the spear in the crook of her right arm. Holding a flare in her left hand, she maneuvered the loop of braded igniter cable over her right thumb, then pulled.  
 
    Abruptly, four razor-sharp nails slapped the spear, slamming it into the ground, the snap of splintering wood overpowering Adele’s cry as she was thrown backward. She hit the ground with a thud that knocked the wind from her lungs. When her vision cleared, she wished it hadn’t. Above her a horned, reptilian face contorted to reveal a mouth full of scimitar teeth.  
 
    Adele brought her arm up to shield her face. Suddenly the world flared to a bright, magnesium white. The sputtering flare had blazed to life; its heat grilled her face, and a bright spot blotted out her vision. She heard the dragon jerk back, sending rock and equipment scattering.  
 
    “That’s right,” Adele muttered, swinging the flare from side to side. She worked her way to standing. “Just back on up, big guy.”  
 
    Adele willed her breathing to slow. The dragon growled, a deep, throaty sound, and Adele raised the flare like a brilliant sword, waving protectively in front of her while she waited for the white burned into her retina to fade out.  
 
    After a few seconds, in which a score of heartbeats hammered her chest, her vision returned enough to see the dragon’s bulk as a definable blur. The spear lay just in front of the pacing beast; the wooden shaft splintered an arm’s length from the iron tip. Her second flare lay partially covered in gravel in front of it. Adele took a deep breath and advanced on the dragon, waving and thrusting her flare like a Jedi wielding a light saber. The dragon snarled and snapped, but to her surprise it backed up, matching her advance.  
 
    “Useless.” Adele tossed the shattered, iron-tipped shaft at the dragon, which easily batted it away with a violent sweep of its claw. “I don’t know about you, but I want to go home!”  
 
    She knelt to pick up the second flare and jerked the igniter wire. Before it could even sputter and hiss to full brightness, she began advancing on the dragon, brandishing both flares and yelling. Like a lineman at an airport waving lighted batons to guide a jumbo jet into its parking space, Adele maneuvered the dragon to the edge of the vortex.  
 
    The flare in her right was becoming uncomfortably short and hot. “Go home!” Adele shouted. “Now!” She threw the half-burned flare at the dragon’s head as hard as she could, then lunged ahead, stabbing wildly with the flaming rod clenched in her left fist. 
 
    The dragon dove for the vortex. As it turned, its tail whipped in a wide arc across the floor, sweeping Adele’s feet from under her. She hit the ground; the wind knocked out of her. Carefully she pushed herself up, but a stab of pain over her right temple made her so nauseated, she collapsed back down, her eyes closed tightly — she could still hear the swirl of the maelstrom, feel the sucking pull of the Portal. Tentatively, she reached out through her dZi, fearful of what contact with that other mind would mean.  
 
    Please, she thought desperately. Please, go home. 
 
    Seconds passed.  
 
    The silence stretched longer, and Adele cautiously opened her eyes, then smiled. 
 
    As she lay there, drained, the dragon’s final thought as it disappeared through the Portal played in her mind like a recurring dream. She saw herself bracketed by dazzling light. As the vision continued, a thought — no, a feeling — no, a sense washed over her.  
 
    “It understood me,” Adele muttered into the silence. When her voice died, the only sensation she felt through the lens of her dZi was that of latent power, once again confined within the substance of the wall behind her. 
 
    “It’s gone home,” she said, vision slowly going dark. “Now it’s my turn.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31
A Bitter Choice 
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    The light was far too bright; she tried to turn away just as hands grabbed her shoulders and pulled her to sitting.  
 
    “Adele!” Simon’s voice — she stopped struggling and drew him closer. “I thought you was a goner for sure,” he said with a slight quaver in his voice. 
 
    “Then what are you doing here? You should be long gone.” 
 
    “I had to make sure. That bleeding blood oath, like an anchor round me neck.” Simon lifted, and Adele helped as best she could to push herself to her feet.  
 
    “Ask me, you paid that back long ago,” Adele said as they hobbled toward the back of the cavern. 
 
    “Can’t be. If it was, then what am I doing here?”  
 
    Adele had no comeback. 
 
    By the time Simon managed to help Adele from the cave, both snowcats were gone. When they were found days later, half-starved and slightly raving on the eastern side of the island, no one would admit to seeing Vicente, Cardwell, or his daughter, nor was there a clue as to how they had left the island. 
 
    In less than an hour, the rescue party was met by the expedition’s other snowcats. Both Adele and Simon were surprised and a little relieved when Adele’s grandmother emerged, accompanied by Shamus, Ms. Barra, and several of the station staff.  
 
    Ms. Barra secured a foul-smelling poultice to the lump on her head, then turned the girl over to the tender mercies of her grandmother, who made sure she drank a little of her special elixir. 
 
    “Sobo. Am I dead?” Adele asked during a brief moment of clarity.  
 
    The snowcat bounced on. “Iie, Adele no dead. Dragon dead, you okay.” 
 
    “No, Sobo. Dragon is not dead,” Adele replied. Kokoro looked both surprised and alarmed. “The dragon went back. I opened the wormhole and sent it back.”  
 
    Her grandmother looked skeptical.  
 
    “Sobo, I saw its mind. It was filled with aggression and hate, and terrible memories. But I saw intelligence there too. In the end, I think . . .” She paused, trying to find the words. “I think it was just like me, it just wanted to go home.” 
 
    Kokoro stroked her granddaughter’s head and clucked. “You bump head. Make you talk crazy. We talk later.” 
 
    Adele was having trouble keeping her eyes open, and she wobbled as she rose on one elbow. “Sobo san, there’s something else. I think they’re alive!” 
 
    “Who alive? More dragons alive?”  
 
    “No, my mom and dad. I saw them through the wormhole. They’re there, in the dragon world. But Sobo, they’re so scared.” Adele took a moment to focus her eyes. “Oh, Sobo, don’t look at me that way. I could feel them as real as I could feel the dragon. I know they’re alive, and we’ve got to help them.” Adele lay back. Her eyes fluttered as the medication finally overcame her excitement. 
 
    “You bump head. Make you talk crazy,” Kokoro repeated in a whisper.  
 
    She cradled her granddaughter’s head, tears welling in her eyes. “You parents gone long time now. I miss, you miss. You sleep now. Dream of them, make you happy. Tomorrow is soon enough to see what is true and what is not.” 
 
    ****** 
 
    “Upstairs. The Director is waiting for you in his office.” Veronica Wellesley pointed imperiously up the curving stairway that led to the Director’s elevated office; her pressed lips rose at the corners in a poorly suppressed smirk.  
 
    One by one, Chelsea, Mary, Simon, and Adele mounted the chrome and glass stairway in a somber procession reminiscent of the condemned heading for the gallows. They entered the office in silence, then lined up in front of Director McCullum’s desk. Behind the desk, the Director, Mr. Wolff, and Dr. Singh were seated in the room’s only chairs. 
 
    “Frankly, you all are a grand disappointment to me,” Director McCullum began after standing and clearing his throat. “I’ve seen mass hysteria but never encountered mass stupidity before.” He turned his attention to Adele. “I assumed after our discussion following the Beithir incident we had an understanding. You were to leave Vicente and Cardwell to us and keep your nose in your books.” 
 
    “Finals are over,” Adele offered meekly. 
 
    “Oh, finals are over. Well, that changes everything. One year under your belt and you’re expert enough to track down Vicente and Cardwell and then take on a Draconem Norvegicus Gelidus-Ventus in your spare time. I’m still amazed that we didn’t arrive to find Cardwell parading the dragon in front of a forest of TV cameras after he left your bodies quick-frozen in that cave. In this business, even with years of experience, luck can turn against you. Even the best people can get killed, go ask your parents.” 
 
    Adele flinched like she had been struck by a baseball bat. It took every ounce of strength to keep from jumping over the table and punching out the eye that glared down at her. 
 
    “And if Adele hadn’t forced things, Vicente would have opened the Portal, and we would have landed in Norway two days later to see Cardwell and the dragon on the front page of the Advisa Nordland,” Mr. Wolff cut in.  
 
    “But Vicente couldn’t — oof.” Simon’s statement was curtailed when Mary’s elbow inexplicably found itself buried in Simon’s midsection. 
 
    “Sorry about that, Director,” Mary said as she put her arm around Simon to help him straighten up. “I get a bit twitchy in nervous situations. I think Simon was about to tell you that Vicente couldn’t be blamed too much, ‘cause some folk just aren’t strong enough to resist the lure of easy money and fame.” With her other hand she reached over and patted Simon’s cheek. 
 
    Simon looked at Mary, his brows knitted so tightly that they looked like a continuous band of fuzz across his forehead. “Eh, yes, of course, Director, sir. Poor ol’ Vicente’s so carried off by the glitter of it all that he would have done it, no questions asked.” 
 
    The Director’s one eye flashed from Mary to Simon, then rested on Mr. Wolff. “I rather think where we would be is that the Eis Drake would have taken care of our Vicente-Cardwell problem for us. Then I wouldn’t be losing sleep wondering where they will pop up next.”  
 
    “Very true, but then you would have the small problem of a blue dragon with a forty-foot wingspan hunting an island full of biologists. I imagine people would notice it dropping in from time to time to snack on some hapless researcher.” Dr. Singh made soaring motions with his right hand, which swooped down on his left hand like a pterodactyl. 
 
    Mary and Simon snorted, and Director McCullum was on them in an instant. “You think this is a joke? You got lucky is all. Chance is no substitute for knowledge, good planning, and most of all, discipline. And that’s something that seems to be lacking in the lot of you. You’re no good to the Institute if you can’t be trusted. You’ll get yourselves — or worse, someone else — injured or killed.” 
 
    “Knew it. They’re going to expel the lot of us.” Simon pursed his lips and shook his head. 
 
    “Expel you!” The Director roared. “Not in your life. Couldn’t run the risk of having four more Vicentes outside these walls.” The Director’s good eye focused on Simon. “You didn’t read the fine print when you checked in, did you? No one walks out on the Institute. You’re in for life, however long or short that is.” 
 
    “Bloody hell.” Color started to drain from Simon’s cheeks. He turned to look through the glass wall of the Director’s office facing the Atlantic. “You can’t just make the four of us disappear. Someone will know, we’ve people on the outside.” 
 
    “Who would be handsomely compensated for their loss due to a, let’s say training accident.” The Director sat back in his chair; his expression still as intense as a lighthouse beam — but Adele saw a twinkle in his eye. “Fortunately for you, the Institute doesn’t operate that way. Your talents are too rare, and we can’t afford to waste such potential, but if you four don’t mend your ways, you may persuade me to make an exception.”  
 
    Mary groaned as the strength seemed to leave Simon’s legs and she took up his weight. 
 
    “So, here’s what we’ve agreed to do.” The Director looked to his companions to the right and left of him who responded with a nod. “I’m sending you all home for the summer to contemplate your sins. Don’t be expecting a vacation ‘cause I’ve arranged for HIMAL to have classes online to make up for what you might be missing. The one condition for all of you is that you stay out of trouble. Simon, that would be easier if I didn’t send you back to your old haunts in London” — 
 
    “Cheswick,” Adele, Mary, and Chelsea said in unison. 
 
    “Whatever,” the Director said, irritation obvious in his voice. “I’ve arranged for you to spend the summer with Chelsea. Her father’s got plans that should keep the both of you out of trouble. 
 
    “Now, Mary, I called your auntie, and she knows you’re coming. She agreed that some more bush time is just what you need to get your head back on straight.” 
 
    “And ‘guana tastes like chicken,” Mary said under her breath. 
 
    “Would everyone excuse us now? I need to talk to Adele in private. The Grendel docks in four hours, you need to be on it.” The Director stood with his arms folded while everyone, but Adele filed out.  
 
    “Joseph thinks you got more talent than luck. And you got determination, that I won’t argue. But without the discipline and the good sense God gave a toad, you could get yourself or your partner hurt or killed. I’m sending you back to your aunt and uncle. There’s no Portal within two thousand miles, so it should be easy for you to stay out of trouble. Go crawl malls, date guys your aunt doesn’t approve of, and even get a tattoo. If I’m correct, you’ll find this year has changed you and being a rebel isn’t as satisfying as it used to be.” 
 
    “I never thought of myself as a rebel,” Adele said. “I just did what I thought was right for me.” 
 
     “Hopefully you’ll start thinking about what is right for those around you. There’s one more thing.” The Director’s face was as solemn as Adele had seen it. “Your father’s dZi. Joseph and I agree that it’s been at the core of your problems this year. While you’re away, I need to keep it here. For safekeeping, you understand.” 
 
    Adele’s hands were at her throat, cradling the glazed smoothness that felt as if it contained a part of her soul. 
 
    “I’m afraid, lass, that this is not a request. It’s nonnegotiable. Consider it your first lesson in discipline. Keep your nose clean, and you have it back before you know it.” 
 
    ******* 
 
    Even in summer, the breeze off the ocean brought a chill to the four kids standing on the fantail of The Grendel. A line of churning foam ran straight to the island behind them. The haze already blurred the ancient walls and castle battlements, rendering them indistinguishable from the stone cliffs rising in defiance to the North Atlantic’s persistent assault. Adele found it a good metaphor for the way her perception of her place in the Institute had become muddled by the revelation that Julian Cardwell — slimy, fame-obsessed, heartless dragon freak that he was — was related to her. 
 
    It made her want to take a shower. 
 
    Determined — that’s what the Director called her. Cardwell was certainly that as well; maybe this was a family trait. Was she like Julian? Was her father? She barely remembered her dad — could he have been close to Cardwell? Had they been friends when they were younger, only to have fallen out when her father’s special talents had been revealed? Did they —   
 
    Snapping her out of her reverie, Simon pulled his windbreaker tighter and shouted over the breeze at Chelsea, “Good of your dad to take me in. I’m really looking forward to some sunshine for a change.”  
 
    “Better invest in about a gallon of sunblock,” Chelsea shouted back. “That corpsy skin of yours won’t last half an hour without blistering.”  
 
    Mary punched her cell phone off and leaned close to Chelsea. “Auntie wasn’t happy about me not coming, but she softened a bit when I told her that your father was going to take us to Chaco Canyon. Said it looked like good bush to go walkabout, but she doesn’t know what I’ll find to eat.”  
 
    “She’s right observant, your auntie,” Simon offered. “Don’t know that the American desert has an abundance of iguanas or those foot-long larvae your people are so fond of.” 
 
    “You can have all the roasted grubs in Oz for all I care.” Mary broke into a broad grin. “I had enough bush tucker last year ta last me a good long time. I prefer my food to come extra crispy with eleven herbs and spices.”  
 
    Chelsea nudged Adele. “Mary’s just cleared it with her folks to stay with me. Why don’t you come too?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Adele said without taking her eyes off the gray, hazy blur that was fast becoming more and more indistinct behind the ferry. “The Director . . .” 
 
    “The Director told you to stay out of trouble,” Chelsea interrupted. “When he’s not chasing down Xenobiologicals for the Institute, my dad’s got a day job in the archeology department at the university. I grew up fantasizing that he was Indiana Jones only to find out he was really Van Helsing. Anyway, he’s got a grant to study Anasazi and Hopi rock art for evidence of crypto-biological legends. I think it’s just an excuse to take us to a forsaken place like Chaco Canyon to keep us out of trouble.” 
 
    Adele paused, considering. Her dZi was gone and with it any thought of pursuing her parents’ plight. Maybe she should spend her summer with HIMAL and keep out of trouble just like the Director suggested. Even the thought that Cardwell and Vicente were still out there plotting who-knew-what didn’t faze her. Without her dZi, she was sure she had nothing they wanted.  
 
    Maybe the Director was right in taking it from me. She almost believed it. 
 
    Adele glanced back toward the island. It’d been a rough year, and she felt like she was leaving a part of herself back on the rocky shore. She shivered. 
 
    “Thanks for the enticing offer,” she said wryly, “but I need to have a good, long talk with my aunt and uncle — about my father’s side of the family.”  
 
    “How about some hot chocolate, then?” Mary asked. “Your goose bumps have goose bumps.” 
 
    Adele looked around her. Simon, Chelsea, and Mary — they’d been there for her when she needed them, when she barely even wanted them. And even now, after she’d risked all their lives more than once, they were still there.  
 
    That’s good, Adele thought. Because her parents were alive — and Director or no Director, she was going to find them, and she was going to bring them home. And I might just need some help. 
 
    Feeling suddenly warmer than she had in weeks, Adele grinned. 
 
    “Hell, yes, I want hot chocolate!” She broke into a run toward the second-deck salon. As her friends stumbled to catch up, laughing now, she added, “Last one to McGrumpy’s drink stand buys!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THE DRAGONOLOGIST II
Redemption  
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    “Grandfather, the legends are true…” Arnold whispered. He could almost feel the thunderheads, towering thousands of feet above him, send bolt after bolt into the volcanic pillar above his head. What his people called Mato Tipila, The Great Bear Lodge, the White Man had renamed The Devil’s Tower. Arnold grinned. Well, today, the White Man may be right. And he, Arnold Medicine Bear, Lakota Shaman, would loose the devil upon them. 
 
    In a cave beneath Mato Tipila, flecks of light, like fireflies, danced and swirled within a wall of obsidian. Moisture from the humid air condensed on the smooth, black surface forming rivulets, which joined and grew larger; each one pulsing as new sources joined, looking for all the world like naked veins on the hide of some giant subterranean animal.  
 
    Arnold cradled his grandfather’s amulet in both hands, lifting it before him. His chant rose in pitch until it culminated in a full-throated cry for his peoples’ liberation. With every word the talisman grew warmer. With his last utterance, he unclasped his hands, allowing it to fall the length of the horsehair cord passing through it. The swirl of bright specks within the obsidian exploded in disarray. They danced, whirled, and then coalesced into a swirling galaxy that spun faster and faster. A breeze grew, arising from the vortex of blackness within the stone before him. Arnold’s stomach lurched; vertigo overtook him with the sensation that he was being drawn into a churning black tunnel. He had to step back for fear of being drawn into a well of infinite night. 
 
    Twin ovals of bright indigo flared to life within. They rocked from side to side at the level of his forehead, growing larger as if they were moving closer. The breeze quickened, wafting a subtle odor, like mown hay or animal musk, into his face and the lights advanced.  
 
    “Jumlin,” was all his dry lips could muster. As Arnold filled his lungs, a new scent, sweet and calming, flowed through his body. The Jumlin advanced from blackness, spread bat-like wings, and enveloped Arnold with a sound like the folding of stiff canvas sheets. He welcomed the constricting embrace as though it was a warm bed on a stormy night. He expected pain when the Jumlin took his body as sacrifice and was not disappointed. His last thought was a question, why the neck? 
 
    Two thousand miles away, Adele de Saint Claire sat bolt upright. She gasped, pushing deep, shuddering breaths through her lungs until, finally, her need for air diminished. Darkness surrounded her. No, not total darkness. Sodium-yellow light filtered through gauzy curtains forming a distorted checkerboard on the far wall, reflecting just enough light to make out her aunt’s elliptical and stationary bike. 
 
    “Not the cave,” relief was evident in her exhaled words. If she closed her eyes, visions from her dream were as clear as scenes in a movie trailer; her confrontation with Cardwell, opening the portal, and her triumphant recovery of her father’s dZi. What got her heart pounding again were the final visions. The Ice Dragon towering above her, its yellow eyes glimmering with unexpected sentience just before it dove into the portal’s swirling maelstrom to return to its world. Most compelling was a vision from the dragon’s world an instant before the portal closed. Two people, scared and haggard from the unrelenting daily struggle to survive. Adele had no doubt, her parents.  
 
    Her hand reached to her throat and closed on empty air. Helplessness swept over her like an icy wave. Although successful in her mission to recover her father’s dZi, the quest had been deemed better suited to “the adults” and strictly forbidden. Her continued history of “adolescent authority issues” made reprimand inevitable. Penance was to be that the amulet “be kept in safer hands until Adele demonstrated maturity sufficient to not be a danger to herself or others”. Additionally, she was banished to the not-so-loving care of her aunt and uncle in Washington, DC, for the summer. Three months away from the Institute, an eternity in which her parents may not survive. Three months wasted trying to convince them that what she saw was real, her parents somehow evaded the Himalayan Drük, were drawn into the portal, and survived a decade in the dragon’s world.  
 
    Adele’s head hit the pillow. She fought back the discouragement that always followed her dream. First things first. Work with what you have, not with what you wish you had. The mantra made her feel more mature already. All she had to do is keep a low profile, stay out of trouble, and maybe she could convince The Institute….  
 
    As Adele’s thoughts dissolved into a fitful sleep, Jumlin prowled the night. The fleshy prey, first encountered in the cave, proved much more satisfying than the furry, four-legged kind that yipped and snapped viscous teeth until half its essence had been consumed. Jumlin followed the scent of the four-legged animal to an area filled with metal boxes, placed at intervals. Its senses screamed that there was food within the boxes, but for now, Jumlin was surfeited. What it needed most was a place to hibernate for a day or two; it needed to digest its protein rich meals. The top of the boxes looked promising. Cluttered with boxes and covered with tarps it was the perfect camouflage in the midst of an abundant food source. It climbed to the roof of one of the metal boxes and folded its wings over itself to blend with the other tarp covered items secured to the motorhome.  
 
    Two days passed before its empty stomach stirred it back to wakefulness. The scene around the motorhome had changed. The metal boxes had been replaced by larger structures with slanted roofs and earthen trails with a hard, black substance. The darkness of the night was diluted by yellow lights on tall poles. Jumlin slid to the ground and disappeared into its new hunting ground. Not far away, it found a strip of undeveloped forest straddling a flowing stream known as Rock Creek. Soon, it came across the welcome scent of the upright, fleshy prey. Voices and a flickering light led it to a campsite alongside the creek. Rumblings radiated from its gut, and anticipation moistened its lamprey-like mouth. What Jumlin could not anticipate, as it enfolded its first victim, was that it had set in motion events that assured an encounter with Adele.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 About the author 
 
      
 
    Brad Halverson is a retired Navy dentist whose military career included six years in biomedical research, overseas tours in Japan and Spain, as well as a memorable six months in the Arabian Desert, eating sand and ducking Frog Missiles while assigned to a frontline medical unit during Operation Desert Storm.  
 
    Since leaving the Navy, he has made a dozen trips to the Himalayas, Central America, and Southwest Asia to bring the marvels of modern Dentistry to often reluctant children. He spent several weeks in the Gobi hunting Dinosaurs with a group of Paleontologists who nightly demonstrated their belief that their performance in a local Karaoke bar improved as a function of their consumption of the local fermented beverage, Baijiu. Brad finally found what he wanted to do when he grew up when he discovered that a career existed consisting primarily of daydreaming and making things up, two activities that often got him a stern “…just wait ‘till your father gets home…” as a child.  
 
    Brad’s first novel, THE DRAGONOLOGIST, was inspired by local myths, cultural beliefs, and a blending of personalities experienced during his travels, as well as generous access to Google and Google Maps. THE DRAGONOLOGIST owes its existence to a need to provide his dragon obsessed daughter with a unique birthday present, which was not only good enough to win his daughter’s approval but to take Grand Prize in the local, Southern Utah, Spark Book Contest.  
 
    Brad enjoys the outdoor lifestyle of rural Southern Utah. 
 
    [image: A group of people riding on the back of a brown horse  Description automatically generated] 
 
  
  
 images/00031.jpeg





images/00030.jpeg





images/00033.jpeg





images/00032.jpeg
L COMING SOON






cover.jpeg
BQOK ©ONE
OF THE DRAGONOLOGIST SERIES

BRAD HALVERSON





images/00028.jpeg
%’
;.L,





images/00027.jpeg





images/00029.jpeg





images/00020.jpeg





images/00022.jpeg
V4
()





images/00021.jpeg





images/00024.jpeg





images/00023.jpeg





images/00026.jpeg





images/00025.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg





images/00018.jpeg





images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





