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Episode 1

 


Lesson #1

It Can Happen to a Guy from
Jersey

 


Sometimes life gooses you when you’re not
looking. You might be happily coasting through days in a little New
Jersey suburb, dreaming about Jennifer Williams and making plans to
see the new movie showing uptown when—bam!—everything changes in an
instant. Your family moves overseas and suddenly you’re hacking at
water demons with a four-foot blade.

You think I’m exaggerating, don’t you? You
think I have an overactive imagination. That’s what I thought at
first, too. I figured I’d downed too many late-night pepperoni
pizzas, watched too many low-budget cable movies, taken too many
tumbles down the steps. But there’s a whole world out there you
can’t see, you can’t explain. I guess I can’t prove it to you
except to tell my story.

Mom’s always telling me there’s value in
writing things down. She even bought me a journal with a pattern of
dog prints and fire hydrants on the cover. I vowed to never, ever
crack it open. But when something happens that changes your life
forever—that changes who you are—it’s probably worth recording. I
don’t want to forget the lessons I learned, either. Who knows?
Maybe you’ll learn something, too. Life, they say, is the greatest
teacher. It’s certainly unpredictable.

I never thought it would be a cheeseburger
that nearly got me killed.

It wasn’t even a particularly appetizing
cheeseburger, just the last squashed and greasy disc hunkering in
the corner of the warming pan in the cafeteria at Zander National
Academy. But as the waffles bore a striking resemblance to the
bulletin board on the wall behind them, I went with it.

I was late to lunch. Being the new guy at
school, I hated the eyes that followed me wherever I went, so I
waited till most of the eighth grade class was engaged in their
meal before braving the lunch line. Just as I reached for the
prize, my hand was brushed aside and my meal snatched away.
“Hey!”

“You snooze, you lose, American.”

The words were directed at me by a brown,
leering female face hovering a good six inches above my own. That
was the problem with middle school, even in another country. Just
when you thought a growth spurt had kicked in, some girl the size
of a giraffe put you back in your place.

“I was going to eat that!” I protested.

“It’s processed. Full of sodium and saturated
fats,” she replied. “I’m doing you a favor.”

“It’ll kill you, too.”

“I’m a professional.”

The girl was pretty in a haughty sort of way.
Her limbs were long and athletic, her curly hair cropped close to
her head. She looked like an African queen ordering around some
lowlife servant. Sadly enough, that lowlife was me.

She placed the burger on her tray with a smug
smile, having no idea she’d just stepped into the line of fire.

I was glowering at her, reaching for a
prewrapped hoagie that could have come from a vending machine
sometime in the twentieth century, when the floor split open right
in front of me. With a scream, the girl and the cheeseburger
plunged into darkness.

My own shout fizzled in my throat.
Frantically, I scanned for help, but the lunch ladies were all
gabbing in the back of the kitchen, their shift almost over. Not
one of them looked like a fit candidate to go spelunking in the
newly opened chasm. Speechless, I could only stand there gaping
like an idiot.

Then the floor dissolved beneath me.

I tumbled through blackness thick enough to
tar roads with, waiting for the crash that would signal my end, but
it never came. Vaguely, I became aware of absolute stillness. I was
resting on something lumpy and damp, my stomach clenched with
nausea. Light was trying to pierce my tightly pinched eyes.

“Well, bless me buckles!” said a male voice
that sounded, for lack of a better word, hairy. “I netted for bass
and pulled in a tropical fish.”

“What do you want?”

With an amazing effort of will, I pried open
my eyes. The girl was already on her feet, crouched like a distance
runner waiting for the start gun. The cheeseburger lay on the
ground, forgotten.

“Where’s the lad?”

My eyes searched out the speaker. I had
fallen into some sort of giant sinkhole, dim and dank, and I
couldn’t see him right away. The ground was broken shale that
supported a mat of spongy moss. Rocky walls stretched high above my
head. I looked up, expecting to see a scowling lunch lady or two,
but only blue sky peered back at me.

“Where’s the lad?” the voice asked again,
more impatient this time.

I spotted the speaker half hidden behind a
rocky outcropping. He was a mass of rags and hair. I recoiled
before I realized he couldn’t see me any more clearly than I could
see him.

“What lad?” The girl sounded as scornful as
ever. I had to give her credit. She had guts.

“The lad! The lad!” the voice raged. “The
filthy little bilge rat!”

The speaker stepped out into the open. My
first impression proved correct. His mass of tangled beard and hair
made an Old English sheepdog look clean cut. The tatters of some
ancient uniform hung off him, and even from twenty feet away I
could tell he hadn’t bathed in a really long time. “The knave with
the cheeseburger!”

“Oh, him.” Her opinion of me obviously hadn’t
risen in the last five minutes. “What do you want him for?”

“That would be none of your business,
wench.”

The man started pacing. He had an unnatural
gait, sort of a rolling, limping, off-centered stroll, like a
drunken golf cart that had a really bad encounter with a speed
bump. As he paced, he muttered to himself, “I’ll keelhaul the
little devil…hornswaggled out of four hundred years…the whole
blessed world…”

All this time the girl had been standing in a
Wonder Woman stance, prepared to fight her way out. She looked like
she could manage it, too. I was pretty ashamed to realize I’d been
cowering behind her.

Well, she wasn’t the only one who could
defend herself. I might not be able to leap tall buildings in a
single bound, but I hadn’t played Mercutio in last year’s stage
production of Romeo and Juliet for nothing. I grabbed a
stout stick from the ground behind me and vaulted into an offensive
stance, my “sword” balanced before me. Unfortunately, I whacked
myself on the head in the process.

The girl and the man both stumbled backward
in surprise. I recovered and pressed my advantage, rushing the old
geezer with smooth, strong strokes. I didn’t want to hurt him, just
give us time to get away.

“Run!” I yelled to the girl.

“Where?”

“I don’t have a map. Just go! I’ll follow
you!”

She sprinted off while I thrust my stick at
the man’s chest. He teetered backward and I was pounding behind the
girl in a moment. We didn’t get far. The sinkhole was only about a
hundred yards across. We screeched to a halt at the base of the
cliff, panting heavily. Sheer black rock rose all around us.

The girl turned to me accusingly. “What do we
do now, smarty?”

I glared at her. Like it was my fault we got
sucked through the school floor and spit out God-knows-where.
“Start looking for a way out.”

We felt our way around to the right, moving
quickly. The walls were so bare, so perpendicular, that we couldn’t
even find a finger hold. And every step was circling us around,
leading us back to where we began.

I could see the old fellow striding toward us
casually, almost gleefully, as if he knew he’d catch us eventually.
As if he knew there was absolutely no way we could escape him.

We redoubled our efforts, jogging faster,
scanning the unbroken wall. “There has to be a way,” I wailed, my
voice cracking in my agitation. “We got in, didn’t we?”

The girl gave a sudden squeal of victory. “In
here!” She disappeared into a narrow cleft. I don’t know how she
ever spotted it.

I glanced back at the hairy man. His look of
satisfaction had morphed into sheer terror. He shouted something at
me and broke into a hobbling run, but I didn’t stay to hear the
particulars. If he didn’t want me to go this way, this was exactly
the direction I wanted to take.

The cleft widened into a narrow canyon.
Sunlight actually reached the ground here and carpeted it with
short, springy grass. The breeze playing between the rock walls
smelled fresher, sweet even. The girl and I moved as one mind,
racing across the open space, tearing past a tree that rose out of
the valley floor. The tree was gigantic—old and gnarly and heavily
laden with fruit—but we didn’t have time to stop and admire it. We
jogged on to the farthest reach of the valley.

The canyon gradually narrowed until once
again it was nothing more than a thin fissure twisting between
walls of unmovable rock. We pushed on, squeezing through the tight
passage, hoping it might widen into another valley. Or a shopping
mall. Or the schoolyard. No such luck. The thud of restless water
soon echoed through the passage and we stumbled into a
sandy-floored room carved by crashing waves. The end of our chasm
looked out across a vast panorama of ocean.

We were trapped.

“I guess we go back and face the psychotic
caveman,” the girl said glumly.

“Guess so.”

Our options did seem particularly limited,
but we lingered in the chamber for several minutes, neither of us
willing to admit defeat.

“I sure wish I had let you have that
cheeseburger,” she grumbled.

I probably would have felt the same, but at
least I knew admitting it out loud wasn’t the best way to make
friends and influence people. “So I could face the creep by myself?
Thank you so much.”

“Hey, I didn’t sign up to be your
bodyguard.”

“I don’t need a bodyguard,” I bristled. “I’m
a highly trained swordsman.”

She laughed. “Is that what you call that
thing you were doing with the stick?”

I felt my face tighten. “It was better than
your plan. What was it again? Talking him to death?”

I spun on my heel and left her standing alone
at the edge of the sea. Unfortunately, there was no place to go.
She caught me after a dozen paces. “Maybe we didn’t get off to the
best start,” she admitted, falling into step beside me.

“Is that an apology?”

“No. I just figure if we’re going to die
together, maybe we should introduce ourselves.”

“You first,” I mumbled, fairly certain that
eminent death was not the best basis on which to start a
friendship.

“All right. I’m Elena Cartahena.”

I glanced at her suspiciously. “Right. Your
parents rhymed your names?”

She pulled herself up to her full height,
which was a lot higher than me. “I am Elena Camila Valasques
Cartahena. It does not rhyme.”

I’m sure my face looked doubtful. “You don’t
look very Hispanic.”

“On my dad’s side. His father was Spanish.
His mother was descended from slaves,” she announced proudly.

Now that I studied her more closely, however,
I could see her skin wasn’t as dark as I first thought. And her
features were very fine. It was her long, thin build and closely
cropped curls that made her appear so fiercely African.

I shrugged. “I’m Taylor Davis.” After hers,
my name sounded rather commonplace.

Elena stopped abruptly and sniffed the air.
“Do you smell that?”

I took a deep breath and caught the odor
right away. It was sort of a tangy, fruity smell. My stomach
snarled. Thanks to the fault line in the cafeteria floor, both of
us had missed lunch. “It’s coming from that tree.”

The old giant loomed on the valley floor not
two hundred yards away, its branches drooping like an old man
straining under the weight of a heavy burden. We covered the
distance at a trot. In moments we each held a fruit the size of an
apple with creamy blue-tinged skin. They were soft, warm, ripe. I
closed my eyes and breathed in the fragrance.

“Belay that! Do not eat unless you have a
death wish.”

The hairy guy stood right behind us. He
carried a broadsword, one of those heavy, two-handed jobs. It
gleamed with a faint reddish hue. And it was poised in the air
above us.

****

I suppose this would be a good time to
explain how I ended up in such a pickle. You see, I’m the last of
three children. My siblings don’t really come into this story, but
you should probably know they’re both perfect. Jessica attends law
school at the University of Michigan where she’s never earned less
than an A, and Bobby skipped his first year of college to compete
in motocross. He’s always being featured in those extreme sports
magazines. If I had a nickel for every time I’ve been asked to get
his autograph…

How’s a kid supposed to compete with that?
I’m sure there’s a natural law against having three superstars in
one family. They’ve condemned me to life as a nobody. Not a
prospect I’m doing cartwheels over, I assure you.

Maybe that’s how I got into the performing
arts. Growing up, I was always pretending to be someone cooler than
I am. Mom says I’m a natural actor and I’ll wind up with an Academy
Award someday. Guess that would stand up next to my siblings’
accomplishments, but it’ll never happen. Mom has a vivid
imagination—she writes children’s books. She still uses the name
Sarah Gail Jones, even though that hasn’t been her real name since
she married my dad. She says it has a certain ring to it and gives
her more credibility than Sarah Davis.

All that still doesn’t explain how I got into
this mess. Or why I’m the only blond in a family of brunettes. Or
why I possess all the grace and athleticism of a five-footed
beagle. Those would be my dad’s fault. (At least two out of three—I
don’t know where the beagle footedness comes from.) Dad looks like
he just got off the boat from Scandinavia. We share the same blond
hair and ice-blue eyes. He’s a bigwig in an international tourism
company. When they needed someone to manage a brand new resort in
the Dominican Republic, they sent my dad—and a few cases of
sunblock.

So on a windy April day, Mom and I packed up
everything we owned and put it in storage. Then we moved away from
the only home I had ever known. A few days later I started at
Zander National Academy, fell through the cafeteria floor, and
ended up at the point of a broadsword somewhere in the middle of
the Caribbean.


 


 Lesson
#2

Pirates Sometimes Hang Out in Family
Trees

 


“What exactly are you planning to do with
that sword?” Elena asked cautiously.

“Salvaging the biggest wreck you ever heard
tell of,” came the man’s gruff reply. “Come along. Smartly now, I
haven’t got all day. I summoned you for a reason.”

“You summoned us?” Elena
exclaimed.

He scowled. “Not you, wench. You blundered in
on your own.”

So that left… “Me? You wanted me? Hey,
wait a second. You opened that gulf in the floor?” Okay,
mine was not the most nimble mind in the valley.

He merely grunted and sat us down just beyond
range of the sweet-smelling tree, though he stayed on his feet.
“Reef your sails, me hearty. I have much to explain before you can
ever hope to understand your mission.”

“My what?” I squeaked. If they had opened any
wider, my eyes would have popped out of my head and bounced off my
sneakers.

The man sighed impatiently. “You’re certain
he’s the one?” he called out, looking somewhere over our heads.
“Seems about as sharp as a belaying pin.”

I jerked my eyes around the valley—a
dangerous action considering the protruding state they were in—but
it was empty. Apparently the man received some kind of answer, or
perhaps the silence was his answer, for he slumped in resignation
and started his story.

“I was marooned here many long years
ago—”

“Ahem.” It was Elena.

His face darkened. “What now, wench?”

“What is wrong with you?” She blazed into a
queen again. “This is the twenty-first century. Quit calling me
that.”

“Would you prefer peasant? Provincial? Vixen?
Bumpkin?”

“I prefer Elena,” she demanded,
tossing her curls. “Look, do I need to stay and listen to this? It
has nothing to do with me and I’d like to join my fourth hour
class, if you don’t mind.”

“This hadn’t anything to do with you,”
he said with irritation. “But it might now.”

“Because I got the burger first?”

“Because you’re here,” he snapped. “Look, I’m
just a lowly Jack Tar. I do what I’m told. As I was saying,” he
began again with an impatient glance at Elena, “I was marooned here
long ago. Me ship sank in a storm, the worst I’ve ever sailed in.
The waves reached twenty feet if they reached an inch. When the
vessel foundered, I entangled in the wreckage, but me blade was
still about me person. I managed to cut away the lines and climb
onto a spar. For three days I clung there like a sodden hen.
Eventually the waves deposited me inside a chamber of pure rock.
‘Twas the last I ever saw of the outside world.

“I dragged meself up the valley and found
this here tree. I meant no harm. I was famished, and the smell
tickled me senses. I took some, and I ate.”

His face grew terrible then. He lashed out
with his fists, fluttering the tatters of his uniform. His eyes
burned within their mask of hair. “How was I to know? There was no
sentry! That inept scallywag of a—”

He cut off abruptly with a glance at the two
of us. “‘Twas the worst blunder of me life.” He sank against the
rock wall and stared at his boots so long I thought he was
finished.

Elena had an utterly bored look on her face,
but I was thoroughly entranced. The man could have been an actor
right off the set of Pirates of the Carribean. Was this some
dramatic hoax? Were there hidden cameras set up somewhere? I had to
know what was going on. “What happened when you ate the fruit?” I
prompted.

The man looked up in surprise, as if he had
forgotten we were there. “Naught.” He jumped up and began pacing
back and forth in front of us again. “And everything. It doomed me
to this valley until the end of the world, till the great Sinking
of the Ship. The fire that will one day destroy the earth is the
only thing that can kill me.”

“What?!” Elena and I said it together. She
was listening now, doubtful, but intent.

The man paused. Pointing so we wouldn’t miss
it, he said slowly, “That tree is the one that was planted in the
Garden of Eden millennia ago.”

Elena did some rapid Sunday school
calculations. “The Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil?” she
asked. “The one that got Adam and Eve in so much trouble?”

“No.” He glared at us, one eyeball twitching
spastically to the left. “The other one. The one mankind could no
longer be permitted to eat from. ‘Twas the reason they were
banished from the garden. ‘Tis the Tree of Life.”

I gaped at him, completely astounded. “But
how did it get here?”

He sighed dramatically. “It could not be
allowed to remain among the peasantry, could it? ‘Twas removed here
until the Renewal of All Things.”

Elena leveled him with a skeptical look. She
was obviously doing a far better job of remembering than I was. “I
thought God put an angel with a flaming sword in front of it.”

“Aye,” he agreed. “The Flame of Findul.”

“Well…” she drawled. “Where is it?”

His face darkened again, and his rogue eye
plunged about its socket like a wild stallion. “The flame was
entrusted to a scoundrel!” he burst out. “A blackjack! A
rogue!”

At our curious glances, he calmed himself
enough to elaborate. “After four thousand years, Findul requested a
holiday. It gets irksome in this scurvy sinkhole. His sword was
given to a dunderhead who allowed the flame to go out. This new
angel was away from his post when I blundered onto the tree and
ate. As punishment, I’ve been appointed sentry duty in his
stead.”

“What about the guy who slacked off?” I
protested. “What happened to him?”

The man’s mouth twisted until crooked, yellow
teeth showed through his hair. He looked like a shaggy wolf with a
really bad tobacco addiction.

“He was pink-slipped,” he muttered with
disgust.

I felt my eyebrows hurtle up my face.
“Really? An angel?”

He ignored me and began working himself back
into a rage. “He should have been keelhauled! Or kissed by the
cat-o-nine! Heaven help the one he’s been reassigned to.”

“Okay, Captain Sparrow,” Elena put in, “this
whole playacting thing has gone on long enough. I have to admit,
you make a pretty convincing pirate. Maybe not as good as Johnny
Depp, but you’ll do. So joke’s over. What’s going on? Who are you,
really?”

The man’s glance strayed across the valley
and rested on the chasm leading to the ocean as if it had rested
there many times before. His face was fierce and proud. “In life, I
was known as the Scourge of the Seven Seas. Davy Jones is me
name.”

For three seconds, the valley was so still
that I could hear the far off waves. Then Elena’s laughter gave the
impression that this was stupidest thing she had ever heard in her
life. “Right. I want to go back to school now. Do you hear me?” she
asked, raising her voice and addressing the stone walls and
whatever pranksters might be hidden there. “I have an algebra test
at 1:55 and I need to be there for it or I can’t be responsible for
my report card.”

The silence surrounding us lingered on and
on. Davy shrugged at her as if to say, “Hey, what’d I tell
you?”

“Okay,” she said. “Let me get this straight.
You want us to believe that you’re Davy Jones. You were shipwrecked
on this—this wherever we are, and you ate of the Tree of Life. So
now you can’t die and you’re doomed to guard the tree until the end
of time. Did I miss anything?”

“Nay, that’ll do.”

“Oh, please. What happens if you mess up?”
Her words dripped with sarcasm.

He raised his head and set his shoulders
proudly. “I wield the sword of Findul. Great sight has been given
me, a knowledge of the things of this age. I cannot fail.” I
suspected he might have rehearsed that speech in the mirror once or
twice.

Elena wasn’t impressed. “You barely stopped
us in time. If we had eaten that fruit, would we be stuck here
forever, too?”

His shoulders drooped and he nodded. “It
would have been disastrous. Part of me job is to prevent such a
thing. But foremost, I must make sure the tree never comes to ruin.
Its destruction would bring about the end of life on Earth.”

I chuckled nervously. I wanted to blow him
off as Elena had done. With all my heart I wanted to disbelieve.
But if he was lying, Davy was the best actor I had ever seen. And
the utter lack of reaction in the clearing was sending warning
prickles up and down my arms. There was also the matter of the
cafeteria floor.

“That’s impossible, right?” I asked. “The
destruction, I mean. No one out in the real world even knows about
the tree.”

A crazed light touched the man’s eyes. His
voice grew soft, menacing. “There is one who knows, one who would
destroy it. It’s been foretold that when danger grows most dire,
one will be sent to counteract him. The One of Two Names.”

“Everyone has two names,” Elena scoffed.

“You have four,” I pointed out.

She glared down at the top of my head.

“The One would not have just any two names,”
Davy went on. “He would come at the joining of my two
names.”

Elena and I glanced at each other then back
at Davy. Elena addressed him pointedly. “Uh, that would rule out
everyone here except you.”

“Would it?” Davy asked, looking hard at me.
“Are not Davis and Davy variations of each other?”

I chuckled again, a desperate attempt at
lightness that jangled to the earth like a steel chain. “I suppose
they could be,” I consented. “But that doesn’t explain your
other—”

I had a sudden, terrible thought. “Sarah Gail
Jones,” I whispered.

“Who’s that?” Elena asked.

I felt the blood drain from my face. “My
mother.”


 


 Lesson
#3

Cobras Are Not Lapdogs

 


“I really, really need a sandwich,” I
managed.

“I know where to find a cheeseburger,” Elena
offered.

“You’re not helping.”

Davy led us to a low opening in the rock face
not far from the tree. It broadened into a spacious living area.
The floor was covered with plush carpeting and scattered with
overstuffed chairs. A tousled pullout couch took up one corner;
another held a table and two chairs. The apartment also had a
refrigerator, a stove, a sink, and electric lighting. Best of all,
a widescreen plasma television stretched across most of one
wall.

“Dude! This is where you live?” I blurted.
Not bad for a four-hundred-year-old bachelor.

“Help yourself to whatever you find in the
galley,” Davy grunted.

He didn’t have to tell me twice. I dug
through several plastic tubs of leftovers—a leafy salad, fried
potatoes, and some really bad-smelling fish—before deciding on a
container of Kung Pao chicken. I didn’t know where he had found
Chinese take-out, and I didn’t care. It was a delicacy I hadn’t
tasted since leaving Jersey. And it would wash down really nicely
with one of those bottles of Sierra Mist.

Elena wrapped half the salad in a tortilla.
“So, Davy, what do you do here all day?” she asked with bored
resignation.

“I guard the tree.” He indicated a wall of
surveillance screens picturing live images of the giant from all
angles.

“That’s all?”

“Oh, I do a little gardening, some
crocheting, a bit of scrapbooking.” He grinned. “I also get 538
channels.”

“Impressive,” she replied with an exaggerated
yawn.

During their brief exchange, I managed to
polish off the entire box of chicken, another of fried rice, and
three shrimp eggrolls. Feeling much better, I settled into a
leather recliner and broached the subject at hand. “So, Mr. Jones,
you were saying something about a heinous enemy who’s seeking to
end all life on Earth in a hail of fire and destruction.”

The old pirate’s face grew grave. “Aye. There
is one who would scuttle the ship and take every last human down
with it. He must be stopped. And you are the one who must do
it.”

“Why me?” I asked, more curious now than
frightened. I had eaten some food, regained some perspective, and
figured Elena’s skepticism was well founded.

“You are the One of Two Names.”

“I’m nobody,” I argued.

“You’ve been chosen.”

“I can’t even walk through the school
cafeteria without falling through the floor.”

“You were meant to fall through the
floor.”

“I get C’s in school, I suck at sports, and I
knocked my own tooth out on a water fountain when I was eight.” I
wasn’t trying to be annoying; I was merely pointing out the facts
that could win me a “least likely to succeed” nomination. But
patience wasn’t one of Davy’s virtues.

“Listen here, you lubber!” he growled,
brandishing his sword. “This wasn’t me idea. You were born with a
purpose. Your parents were meant to meet and marry. Your father was
meant to take this new job. And you were meant to parlay with me
today.”

I sighed. There was no arguing with this guy.
“All right. What if I fail?”

“That is not your concern. What is meant to
be will be regardless of your success or failure. You can bet your
fortune on it. But there’s comfort in knowing you’re part of Plan
A.”

“Very inspirational,” Elena broke in with
biting sarcasm. “Have you ever considered a career as a
motivational speaker?”

The glare Davy shot her could have started a
fire.

Since I wasn’t going anywhere, I figured I’d
hear him out. “Okay, tell me about my enemy.”

Davy settled himself in a chair across from
me. “In life, he was me shipmate. Me second-in-command, Bartholomew
Swain.”

“You want me to fight another pirate?”

“Once he was a pirate. He has become
something far worse.”

“Super,” I drawled.

“Bart was a ruthless fighter, a merciless
killer. That’s why I took him aboard. He helped me win many prizes
on the open sea. I shudder to think I could have become what he is.
I would have, but for a trick of fate.”

“A trick of fate?” I asked. “What does that
mean?”

“It means I got to this island ahead of him.
I came ashore first.”

“So he’s been here, too.”

“Aye. During the storm, he was entangled in
the same debris. I thought he was food for the sharks, but there
was still life in him. Unbeknownst to me, he followed me up the
valley where he overheard me argument with the guardian of the
tree. He learned what happened. He heard the consequences, and he
desired eternal life for himself.”

“He ate from the tree, too? I have an
adversary who can’t die?”

“Aye. Though I tried to stop him, he managed
to snatch a wilted, wormy fruit that had fallen to the valley
floor. He ate it. It had not the potency of one freshly picked, but
it gave to him a diminished life, a half-life. He became a shadow,
neither dead nor alive.”

“An undead adversary,” I nodded. “Even
better.”

I heard Elena blow out her breath in
exasperation. “Sounds like a jolly sort. I can’t wait to meet him.
You’ll get me a date, won’t you, Davis?”

Davy kept his eyes locked on me. “You don’t
yet know the full extent of your enemy. He’s been to Hades where he
met one older and darker than himself. Great authority has been
given him to recruit among the living and the dead. And an
unquenchable thirst for power has been implanted within him. He
seeks control, death, domination. He will stop at nothing.”

“So what exactly am I supposed to do with a
guy like that?” I asked. “Give him a phone call? Invite him
snorkeling? Maybe stop up the snorkel with a bit of bubble gum?” I
wasn’t usually so caustic. Perhaps Elena was rubbing off on me.

Davy frowned. “I don’t think either of you
grasp the gravity of your situation.”

Elena finally had enough. “Let me tell you
what I don’t grasp, Mr. Jones.” She counted off on her fingers.
“One, how did we end up in the cafeteria basement with a very
creative drama department and an extremely talented special effects
team? Two, where is the elevator back upstairs? And three, if
Taylor’s opponent cannot die, how on earth could you expect him to
defeat him?”

Davy regarded us gravely. “Perhaps you need
stronger proof that what I tell you is true.” Without any ceremony,
he tossed the broadsword at our feet. It lengthened, thickened, and
began to writhe. Stiff, shiny metal dulled into the undulating
scales of an eight foot serpent.

Elena screamed and leaped over the back of
her chair, but I was frozen where I sat. The creature had five
heads. One was a fierce-eyed bird of prey. Another resembled a
jackal. A third took on the features of an alley cat you’d never
want to meet in an alley. The fourth held the beautiful face of a
woman. And the fifth, the one that came sliding up my knee, had the
flattened hood and unblinking eye of a cobra.

My first instinct was to run, but the snake’s
eyes held me in place, piercing me with some powerful spell that I
was completely incapable of breaking. The walls of my chest clung
together like socks dried without fabric softener. I couldn’t draw
breath. I was suffocating.

I was about to die.
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Davy reached down and snatched the creature’s
tail. With a flick of his wrist, the tail was a sword hilt
again.

I slumped in my chair, panting heavily. “You
certainly know how to convince a guy.”

Davy went on as though diabolical monsters
erupted from antique weapons everyday. “Your opponent is invincible
save for the sword of Findul the firesmith. The only way to kill
him is to rekindle the flame. That is your mission.”

The pirate gave over the two-handed
broadsword.

I stood to accept it—and promptly dropped it
on my toe. “This is the sword of Findul?” I managed to gasp. It was
forged of an odd red-tinged metal, as if Findul’s fire had
permanently stained it.

“That ought to be a cinch to sneak through
airport security.” Even Elena’s bravado seemed a little shaky, but
she was recovering fast. “So where exactly do you go to rekindle
heavenly weapons anyway?”

“On this matter, I only know what’s been
given me to know,” Davy told us.

“That means you have no idea, doesn’t it?” I
asked, gingerly picking up the sword. It was surprisingly heavy. I
rested it on its point.

Davy shrugged. “You, too, will be given all
you need to know,” he said, indicating his widescreen TV.

I paused. “Wait a second. Your ‘knowledge of
all things’ comes from watching television?”

“Most of it.”

I glanced at Elena. “We are in so much
trouble.”

“Speak for yourself,” she snapped. “I’ve got
nothing to do with this.”

“It’s too late,” Davy disagreed. “There can
no longer be any question of your involvement. Far fouler creatures
than serpents will seek you if you abandon the quest now.”

Elena crossed her arms irritably. “I’ll never
eat another cheeseburger again.”

Davy handed me a pasteboard DVD sleeve with
words inscribed on it: For the One of Two Names. “Where’d
you get this?” I asked.

“‘Twas sent by special courier. Very
special courier.”

“You mean, like Netflix from Heaven?”

“Aye. I think you and the shrew should both
take a look.”

Elena shook her head hopelessly. Davy slid
the DVD out of the sleeve and popped it into the player. The
television glowed with life.

A slight man with thin hair and glasses
appeared on the screen. He could have passed for your average bean
counter—if he hadn’t spoken. When he did, a deep, authoritative
voice rolled from his skinny body like the note of a tuba blown
from a piccolo. He aimed his words directly at me and Elena,
commanding our attention.

“Greetings, children,” he said in a thick
English accent. “The purpose of this communication is to set you on
a mission of great importance. Forces from the Abyss have been set
in motion. Powers are stirring that have long lain dormant, and one
who calls himself the Gray Admiral is rising. The protection of the
Tree of Life has been compromised, and we fear now for its safety.
We cannot allow its destruction before the appointed time.

“You, Taylor Davis, have been hand-picked
from generations of individuals to combat these forces, your name
predicted centuries ago,” the anchorman continued. “Likewise, your
partner has been chosen with care. A great task is now being set
before you, that of relighting the mighty Flame of Findul. It is
the only way to thwart the plans of the dark one. You must find a
way to succeed.

“I realize this is a heavy assignment to
place on two children. As with any quest, the experience will be as
valuable to you as the knowledge you gain. Therefore, you will only
be given these brief initial instructions: Start at the
beginning. If you have any hope of success, you must fully
understand your adversary.

“You may be feeling overwhelmed at the
newness and enormity of your situation. That is understandable. But
please realize you have been assigned additional help that will be
arriving momentarily. I have every confidence that the mission
given to you will be successful.”

The screen went dark.

“Now you know as much as I do,” Davy said. He
slid the DVD back into its case and handed it to me.

I stared at the blank screen. Half of me just
wanted to wake up, to return to the world of pimples, peer
pressure, and puberty that I had grown accustomed to. But there
could no longer be any question about the veracity of Davy’s
claims. I had the feeling that everything I’d ever known was about
to change, and that I’d beg for biology textbooks and overweight PE
teachers before the end.

The quiet of the moment was interrupted by a
knock on the door. Davy moved to answer it, his bulk blocking my
view of our visitor. “You!” he thundered.

A cheerful voice answered the greeting. “Ah,
Davy. So good to see you.” There was the sound of sniffing. “I see
you still haven’t adapted well to the rules of modern hygiene, have
you, my friend? Stand aside. Stand aside. I’ve an engagement to
attend to.”

“Impossible!” Davy cried out. “They couldn’t
have sent you!”

A fellow wearing a stringy black wig, leather
pants, and a glittering military style jacket strutted into the
room. A white sequined glove covered his left hand. “Ow!” he crowed
and spun in a tight circle, ending with a flourish on his tiptoes.
It was the worst Michael Jackson impersonation I’d ever seen.

“Who are you supposed to be today?” Davy
muttered with extreme distaste.

The fellow flipped a black fedora over his
wig and held the pose. “Do you not recognize the man who changed
rock and roll for all time?”

Davy cocked one eye skeptically. “No.”

The man performed a dance move reminiscent of
an old woman with a broken hip and burst into song:

“Just beat it, beat it, beat it, beat
it

No one wants to be defeated—”

“What in the name of Blackbeard’s boots are
you going on about?” Davy bellowed. “Have you taken leave of your
senses?”

Elena broke in with a groan of disbelief.
“You have 538 channels and you’ve never heard of the King of
Pop?”

The young man gave Elena a beaming smile.
“You seem to be a young lady of rare intelligence. My name is
Amikim, but you can call me Mike.” He held out his hand and she
shook it automatically. “Elena.”

Mike turned to me. “And you must be young
Davy Jones.”

“Uh,” I stuttered as he pumped my hand,
“actually my name is Taylor Davis.”

Mike turned to Davy in confusion. “He’s the
one, isn’t he? The big kahuna? The VIP? The top cat?”

I never met Michael Jackson, so I can’t
testify to his personality, but I think he might have been appalled
at Mike’s representation. Mike was, however, doing a killer
performance of an idiot in a bad wig.

“If by that you mean to ask if he is the One
of Two Names, of course he is, you dunderhead,” Davy burst out, his
left eye flicking ominously again. “Would he be here if he
wasn’t?”

A wisp of confusion crossed the fellow’s
face. “I thought when the two names met they’d be a bit more
recognizable.” He turned to me. “But it’s cool. We’re going to have
a swell time together, you and I. I’ve been assigned to your
case.”

Davy slammed the door. “Heaven help us
all!”

I was beginning to get a horrible suspicion.
“Can I ask how you two know each other?”

“Davy and I have been swinging together for
at least four hundred years.”

Davy turned to me with a black look. “This
here is the jackanapes that let me eat of the tree. He’s the one
that caused all the trouble you and I are both in.”

Oh man! I knew it. I just knew it.

“Chill out, sailor boy,” Mike told Davy.
“This is no time to hold grudges. I have a job to do and I intend
to see it done.”

“What are they thinking,” Davy lamented,
“sending a screw-up like you out on assignment? You couldn’t even
make it through the music program without dropping out.”

I glanced at Mike questioningly.

“Hey, have you ever tried out for an angel
choir?” he asked defensively. “You think the competition in band
class is tough…”

Davy waggled a finger in my face. “It falls
to you to be the brains of this operation. Don’t trust to the
dunderhead’s judgment.” He lifted his eyes skyward. “Thank heaven
the lass seems to have some sense. Focus on your objective, watch
your back, and above all, never let the sword out of your
sight.”

I remembered the weapon in my hands. “Won’t
people get just a mite suspicious if I go about the countryside
dragging this thing with me?”

“Of course they will!” Mike declared. “That’s
why I packed this little cherry.”

He rummaged around in his jacket and produced
a pink cloth cosmetic case, the kind girls carry to the bathroom to
put on lip gloss and powder their nose. He handed it to me.

I looked at it suspiciously, not
taking it. “What am I supposed to do with that?”

“Put the sword in it.” He shook it a little,
enticing me.

“It’s, like, four inches deep,” I said, still
not taking it.

“Makes it easy to hide.” He grabbed my hand
and forced the case into it.

“You want me to put the sword in here?” I
asked doubtfully, dangling the thing between my thumb and
forefinger. It was quilted, I noticed, and covered in little red
hearts.

Elena was making no attempt to hide her
amusement.

“I thought we’d established that
already.”

I shrugged. “Whatever.”

I flipped the sword over, bracing the hilt
between my feet, and positioned the case upside down over the
point. Then I jerked it downward, fully intending to slice out the
bottom, but the top third of the sword disappeared.

I froze in shock. Carefully, slowly, I raised
the bag. The sword reappeared.

Elena smirked. “Nice trick,” she said. “What
is it, some kind of telescoping blade?”

Without a word, I handed the bag to her. She
took it and shrugged, a little cockily, and pulled it over the
point. The sword encountered no resistance. It simply vanished.

Elena faltered and the bag slipped from her
grasp. It drifted effortlessly over the blade and rested on my
feet, a few inches of sword hilt visible beneath it.

We glanced at each other. Elena’s face had
gone completely pale. I think she figured out her algebra exam
really would be taking place without her.
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“It’s time to weigh anchor, me hearties,”
Davy reminded us.

With a sigh of resignation, I nudged the
makeup case over the rest of the hilt, tugged at the zipper, and
tucked it under my arm. The sword weighed considerably less in a
package. “Where to?”

Mike took charge. “We’re off to your place
first, Elena’s next. Just standard protocol. Parental consent and
all that. Link up hands, then.”

My palms instantly started to sweat. I peeked
at Elena. She looked like she wanted to hold one of them about as
much as she wanted to pick up dog poo.

“Cheerio,” Mike called with a little wave at
Davy.

My stomach suddenly rose up into my throat.
Once again I was tumbling through blackness. I clung to Elena’s
fingers like they were the only lifeline tethering me to the earth.
She jerked away as soon as we landed in the street outside my home
and wiped her hand on her jeans. My stomach was revolting too much
to take offense. I felt like I’d spent the day in heavy seas after
eating a whole case of bad fish. “Do we always have to travel like
that? My lunch is about to file for divorce.”

“Aside from the beach, that’s the only way in
and out of Davy’s place. It’s called rippling. Sort of a
space-warping technique. You can choose your next ride, but right
now you have to tell your folks you’re taking a leave of
absence.”

Mike looked absolutely ridiculous standing
outside my front door. As much as I didn’t want to face my mom, I
wanted the neighbors to see me with Mike even less. But my mind was
as blank as a newly painted wall. “Any suggestions?”

Elena had regained her composure. “Just tell
them you joined a traveling hockey team,” she suggested. Then she
smirked. “Or would something requiring that much coordination give
it away?”

I narrowed my eyes. Elena was a pretty girl.
Most guys would give her a second, even a third look—until she
opened her mouth and revealed that sparkling personality of hers.
“Do they even have hockey at the equator?”

She gave a haughty little shrug. “Or you
could tell her the truth.”

“Sure,” I drawled, “I’ll tell her I’m off to
see the Seven Wonders of the World with an angel and some girl I
just met. Oh, and by the way, there’s this semi-dead guy who’s
trying to kill us, and our only defense is a malfunctioning
sword.”

I reflected on that a moment. “You know, that
just might work. Mom’s come up with crazier schemes in those books
she likes to write.”

“Excellent!” Mike exclaimed. He treated us to
a dance move that I suspect was his version of the moonwalk. It
looked more like he was trying to extract his feet from
quicksand.

“What about your dad?” Elena asked with an
irritated glance at Mike.

I curled my lip in disgust. “Dad’s been so
busy pouring his life into this godforsaken island that I should
have several weeks before he notices I’ve gone missing.”

She tapped her toe on the pavement. “I hope
it doesn’t take you that long to get this over with.”

I screwed up my courage, marched across the
street, and entered. “Mom?”

“In my office, honey.”

I found her typing furiously on her laptop.
Mike and Elena followed me inside. “Mom, I have to go away for a
little while. I’m uh, working on an extra-curricular
assignment.”

“Oh? What is it?” Her fingers never
slowed.

“Well…it’s, uh…sort of a play I’m writing.
See, there’s this pirate who guards the Tree of Life—it’s hidden
somewhere here in the Caribbean, you see—only his sword went dark.
So he’s defenseless if anyone tries to destroy it. And if that
happens, the whole entire world will end. So, well, I’m on a
mission to help relight it.”

I’d been half counting on Mom’s distraction
to get me through, but somewhere around the Caribbean, she had
grown still. I thought all was lost. “You know,” she said after a
moment’s pause, “that’s not half bad. But you’re lacking a villain.
A good plot should always contain a villain.”

“Oh, there is one,” I assured her.

“Taylor,” she beamed up at me, “I’m thrilled
to see you developing your dramatic abilities. You have my full
support. See your story through to completion, then you must let me
know how it ends.” With that she started typing furiously at her
project again.

My shock left me as immobile as a mannequin.
I didn’t know if she was joking or if Mike had worked some kind of
enchantment on her. Either way, I hoped she didn’t decide to hold
supper for me. “Er, okay then.”

Five minutes later we were back on the
sidewalk, me sporting a small backpack with my iPod, a hoodie, and
a change of socks.

“Elena, you’re next,” Mike said.

“We’re taking a cab this time,” she asserted.
I nodded my head vigorously in agreement.

A few minutes later we were pulling up
outside the hugest estate I’d ever seen. It was really a whole
gated compound with servants’ quarters, stables, athletic
facilities, and a house roughly the size of the Roman Coliseum. I
was completely floored. “You live there?”

She sighed and nodded. “Come on. Let’s get
this over with.”

Mike instructed the cabbie to wait, and the
three of us approached the gate.

“Good afternoon, Rodriguez,” Elena spoke into
the intercom.

“Miss Elena, we’ve been expecting you,” came
the tinny answer.

“What does that mean?” I asked. She shrugged,
and so did Mike. The hair rose on my neck. I’d had enough surprises
for one day.

At the door to the main house we were met by
a sandy-haired fellow dressed in khaki Dockers and a Polo shirt and
surrounded by piles of luggage. His fair complexion stood out among
the dark-skinned islanders. So did his physique. He looked like he
had swallowed the Incredible Hulk.

“Ranofur!” Elena exclaimed. “What’s going on?
Why aren’t you in uniform?”

The giant gazed at her serenely. “You are
planning a journey, are you not?”

“Well, yes, I am, but—” she spluttered.

“All is arranged. I will be accompanying you.
That is your cab?”

“Yes, but how—?”

“We will discuss that later. Manuel, Diego,”
he called to two servants who were loitering nearby. “Carry Miss
Elena’s things to her cab.”

While they were engaged, the four of us stood
in an awkward circle. Elena made introductions. “Taylor, Mike, this
is Ranofur, my father’s head of security.”

Mike and Ranofur exchanged a brief nod. I
just stared at the newcomer, gaping at pipes the size of my
grandmother’s pickle crock.

Within minutes, the four of us—me, Elena,
Mike, and Superman—were piled into the back seat of the cab. There
were bags overflowing the trunk, bags tied on top, even a suitcase
sitting in the front seat. The driver, a chocolate-colored fellow
with dreadlocks down to his waist and a nametag that read “Chico,”
was more than happy to oblige. He’d seen Elena’s estate as clearly
as I had. The dollar signs were reflecting in his sunglasses.

“Where to?” Chico asked.

I looked at Mike, Mike looked at Ranofur,
Ranofur looked at Elena, Elena looked at me. If no one else was
going to take the plunge, I figured I better. “The airport?”

Chico started the car.

“Wait a second,” Elena protested. “Are you
crazy? We don’t even know what we’re looking for. We can’t just hop
on a plane and hope we find it wherever we land. If I’m being
forced to take part in this, we are going to have a plan.”

“You could have mentioned that during the
awkward pause a moment ago,” I pointed out.

“I could have, but I thought this mission had
a leader.”

I cringed. “Okay, okay. The floor is open to
suggestions. Anyone?”

I looked at Mike, Mike looked at Ranofur,
Ranofur looked at—

“Oh, for crying out loud,” Elena exploded.
“The video instructed us to start at the beginning. We have to
figure out what that means.”

I screwed up my face. “Creation?”

“And just how are we going to get there?”

Valid question.

She narrowed her eyelids thoughtfully.
“Actually, you may have a point. Civilization began in the Fertile
Crescent. The Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. Maybe that would give us
a place to start.”

I clapped my hands together. “All right,
then. The Middle East it is.”

The cabbie put the car in gear.

Elena sighed. “Can we get a little more
specific? The Middle East is huge. We need to choose a city with
libraries, universities, museums and such.”

“Baghdad?” I asked with some reluctance. It
was the only one I could think of without Google Maps, and even I
knew from watching the evening news that it wasn’t an in-demand
vacation destination.

Ranofur cleared his throat politely. “Might I
suggest you start with your adversary? Knowing what you’re up
against is one of the first rules of combat.”

“Of course!” Elena burst out. She was
thinking now. “We need to locate his beginnings, the town he
was born in. Mike, do you have any of that information?”

The angel shook his head.

“Davy would know,” I put in. “He sailed with
him for years.”

“Good thinking,” Elena agreed. “We need to
get back to the sinkhole as quickly as possible.”

Mike disagreed with a shake of his head, to
the great relief of my stomach. “No can do. Skyping is the only way
to go.” He pulled a laptop out of nowhere and laid it on his knees.
“All we need is an internet connection and we’re all set to do a
little investigative work.”

“Perfect. Where’s the nearest coffee
shop?”

We all looked out the window and suddenly
realized someone should have been keeping tabs on our surroundings.
While we’d been discussing our options, Chico had taken us into a
seamy part of town. We were at the docks. Dank, fishy-smelling air
wafted in the open windows. Huge, rundown warehouses blocked the
sun.

“This is just a hunch,” I guessed, “but I
don’t think this is the way to the airport.”

“It’s not,” Elena whispered.

Then something happened that I didn’t believe
even as I watched it take place. Chico’s dreadlocks began to
writhe. They solidified into tentacles of leathery skin that
crawled up the back of the driver’s seat and groped for our faces.
The cabbie’s beautiful chocolate coloring faded into the disgusting
bluish green of a nasty bruise. Milky yellow eyes glared
maliciously at us in the rearview mirror. With a screech of brakes
and a hideous roar, the monster lunged into the backseat.

“A Swaug!” Mike screamed. He and Ranofur
baled out the doors with Elena and I right behind them.

The monster made slurping, hissing noises as
it slithered out of the car. Its face had elongated, its human
features swelling into a rubbery snout with an impossibly bulbous
nose. Arms and legs had morphed into long, snaky appendages, each
topped with two feathery, ropelike fingers that were delicately
ripping the rear passenger-side door off its hinges.

“The sword! The sword!” Mike was shouting at
me. “Where is it?”

The Swaug lunged at me, fangs snapping shut
only inches from my face.

I leaped backwards. My hands patted my
pockets instinctively. The sword wasn’t there, of course. “In the
makeup bag!” I shouted.

“And where is that?”

“In the backseat of the cab!”

Mike clutched his head in his hands. “You put
it down?”

I remembered Davy’s warning then and shrugged
helplessly. “So what do we do now?”

Ranofur had been following this exchange
closely. Now he took charge. “I’ll distract it. You get the
sword.”

The security guard threw himself at the
Swaug, a silver mace appearing in his fist with a magician’s
sleight of hand. The Swaug roared and deftly dodged the glittering
spikes. Ranofur swung again. The monster ducked and
counterattacked, slicing the air with a whiplike motion of its arm.
I watched, entranced. Theirs was a vicious dance, performed at
lightning speed.

“Get the sword!” Ranofur reminded me.

I jerked into motion, but the Swaug
anticipated every move. Just as I reached the still-intact driver’s
side, I felt a burning pain grip my ankle. The feathery fingers had
entwined my left foot and jerked me into the air. “Ranofur,
help!”

Dangling seven feet above the pavement, I
watched—upside-down—as Ranofur moved in to attack the arm holding
me captive. A powerful swipe of the mace took the appendage clean
off. I was flung onto the roof of the car and quickly scrambled
inside.

There was the pink case! It sat in the seat
on the far side of the vehicle. I lunged, but just as my fingers
closed around it, the car jerked beneath me. I was pitched onto the
floor. With a groan of twisting metal, the car began to crumple
around me.

“Ranofur!”

“Get out of there, kid!” the guard
screamed.

A glance out the gaping hole where the door
had been showed Ranofur struggling to free himself from a tentacle
arm that wrapped around him tighter than a boa constrictor. His
arms were pinned to his sides; the mace hung limply from one
hand.

“Mike!” I screamed. “Elena! We could use some
backup!”

The car shuddered again, shrieking like a
thousand unoiled hinges. My foot was crushed under the front
passenger seat as it merged with the floor. I was trapped!

“Taylor, throw me the sword!”

It was Elena.

“Where’ve you been?”

“Never mind. Just throw me the case.”

I reached for it, stretching as far as I
could, but the twisting of the car had torn the back seat away from
the trunk. The case had fallen among Elena’s luggage.

“I—can’t—reach—it!”

Elena dove for the open car door, but the
creature swatted her away as if she was no more troublesome than a
mosquito. She sailed into a nearby wall and lay still.

Then the car began sliding toward the
waterfront. The tires squealed in protest. The frame shuddered and
crumpled around me more tightly.

“Taylor, get out of there!” Ranofur screamed
again. “The Swaug is trying to drown you!”

Only I would trap myself in a doomed
automobile. With my free foot, I began pounding away at the seat
binding my ankle. It wouldn’t budge. “Mike!” I screamed again.

The car slid onward. I could see the water
now. The road ended at a massive steel dock. The channel beside it
probably accommodated ships with a twenty-foot draft—far too deep
for me to keep my nose above water. The creature’s ropy arms groped
forward, twisting around trees, drains, pipes, whatever it could
use to drag itself and the cab relentlessly toward the depths.

I left off kicking and twisted my body so my
back was braced against the crumpled rear seat. With all my might,
I strained against the metal holding my foot.

The car was on the dock now. The water was
turquoise and so clear that I could see a school of fish swimming
near the bottom.

“Taylor, throw me the sword!”

Elena was back with a bump on her head the
size of a Mississippi bullfrog. With one last supreme effort, I
wrenched the seat off my ankle and fished for the makeup case in
the trunk. The front tires were over the water. The car’s
underbelly shrieked as it grated against the steel of the dock.

“I got it!” I screamed.

Just as the car plunged into the ocean, I
flicked the case out the door to Elena. The next moment, green
seawater closed over my head.


 


 Episode Two

 


Lesson #6

Guardian Angels Don’t Always Excel at
Physical Combat

 


I gave a mighty kick and launched myself out
the car door. When I broke the surface, the air had fallen deadly
silent. Where was the monster? Where were the others?

I heard a grunt and a shout. The voice
sounded like Elena’s.

“Aim for its head!” Ranofur bawled.

There was a roar. And scuffling. Bumping. A
scream.

And then nothing.

Something oozed over the edge of the dock and
dripped in the water. Something green and slimy.

“Hey guys?” I called.

Elena’s head popped into view above me. “Can
you swim?” she asked.

“Of course I can swim. Where’s the
monster?”

She pointed to the nasty green stuff that was
spreading around me like an oil slick.

“Gross!” I struck out for a nearby ladder as
quickly as I could and dragged myself, dripping, onto the dock. I
stood with my hands resting on my knees. “What happened?” I
gasped.

“Elena dispensed with the Swaug,” Ranofur
replied casually, tucking his Polo shirt neatly into his Dockers.
The mace was nowhere to be seen. “Well done,” he told her.

Elena looked the worse for wear. Blood oozed
down her elbow from a nasty looking raspberry, presumably where she
kissed the wall, and her left eye was already turning purple. She
still held the sword in both hands, the point dragging on the
ground. Even in her bedraggled state, she managed to toss her head
and add, “While you were swimming.”

I bristled, more than a little annoyed that
she got to wield the sword before me and that she did it so
successfully. “If I hadn’t been pinned in the car I could have
saved you the trouble.”

“If you hadn’t left the sword on the seat,”
she countered, “we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

“If you had joined the fight a little sooner
maybe we could have—”

“That’s enough, both of you,” Ranofur
commanded. “We all made mistakes. Even I am out of practice. But
what’s done is done. We have to get out of here now, before
another Swaug shows up.” He moved us off the dock.

“What was that thing?” I asked.

“A tracker. A bloodhound. Did you see the
nose on it? They can smell whenever humans move supernaturally. It
leaves the faint odor of pastrami.”

“We weren’t traveling supernaturally,” I
protested. “We were in a cab.”

“A cab that showed up almost immediately
after we rippled out of Davy’s sinkhole,” Elena emphasized.

“Whatever it was, it fought like mad.”

“That wasn’t a fighter,” Ranofur told us.

Elena and I glanced at each other. “What do
you call it, then?”

“A scout. The fighters show up after the
Swaugs locate an enemy.”

He wiped the sword clean on a patch of weeds,
then slid it back into the case and handed it to me. “Put this in
your backpack.”

I was surprised to find it still on my
back.

“I’m afraid we have to leave your luggage,”
he told Elena.

“That’s okay. I’ve got plastic.” She pulled a
coin purse out of her jeans pocket and waved her credit cards at us
triumphantly.

“Say, where’s Mike?” I asked.

With a grimace of disgust, Elena jerked a
thumb over her shoulder. “Last time I saw him, he was hiding in the
doorway of that building.”

Ranofur marched over, plucked the angel out
by the neck, and hauled him—backward—up the street. “Article 21-15
of the Code of Conduct,” he snapped. “‘A licensed agent shall
accompany his charge at all times. He shall remain in attendance
and offer assistance as needed.’”

Elena and I jogged to keep up. “I take it you
two know each other?” she asked, her eyes flicking from one to the
other.

I jammed on the brakes. “No way! Ranofur,
you’re an angel, too?” After what just happened, how had that one
sneaked by me?

“You’ve failed in your duties, agent.”

Mike stuttered, his face turning three shades
of purple, but that may have been because Ranofur still held his
neck in a death grip.

“You’re choking him,” Elena protested.

Ranofur set Mike aside none too gently. Mike
gasped and clutched his neck. His glove wasn’t even soiled. “Okay,
I admit, I barely squeaked by in my physical combat courses. My
strengths lie more in systems management, computer networking, data
processing.”

He failed to elicit any sympathy from
Ranofur, so he turned to Elena and me. “Not everyone can configure
a databank to house all the records of Heaven, you know. I
transferred and updated the entire record of men’s deeds. I made
digital backups of the Book of Life. I set up Heaven-to-Earth
surveillance technology and applied basic language interface
to—”

Ranofur began jogging. “There’s an abandoned
laundromat up the road apace. We’ll regroup there. Try to keep
up.”

Half a mile later, we stopped in front of a
boarded up building with graffiti scribbled on the plywood. Ranofur
took a pick out of his pocket and jimmied the lock. Elena glanced
over her shoulder, shifting from foot to foot, and if my own
anxiety was any indication, it wasn’t because she needed to use the
facilities. I pressed closer to Ranofur.

Amazingly, we’d only passed three people on
our walk from the docks: two little kids and an old man. None of
them looked threatening, but that didn’t mean much. The cabbie had
seemed pretty normal, too.

“Can you two walk through the wall if you
need to?” I asked.

Ranofur grunted. In the affirmative, I
assumed.

“And could you get me and Elena through the
wall?”

“Sure, kid,” he said, popping the door open
with a soft click. “But if you went through the wall, we’d have
every Swaug in a fifty mile radius on us in ten minutes. Get
inside.”

We didn’t hesitate.

Apparently recovered from his embarrassment,
Mike pulled a rickety table into the center of the room and set up
his laptop while Ranofur ran a perimeter check. All the windows
were boarded up tight except one, and that was so high up the wall
any peeping toms would need to top seven feet.

“I don’t think you’re going to get much of a
Wi-Fi signal in here,” Elena said.

“Wi-Fi is for the technologically inferior,”
Mike answered. He plugged his laptop into his cell phone. “We have
satellite capabilities.”

He took charge. “We need information. We need
to find out who your adversary is, where he was born, where he went
to school, where he’s sailed, his favorite color, his brand of
underwear. Everything.”

“I still have the DVD Davy gave me,” I
suggested, pulling it out of my backpack.

Mike swiped it out of my hand and had it
playing in seconds.

“That’s Nigel, head of my order,” he
mentioned.

“He’s the one who assigned you to us?”

“Quiet,” Mike snapped, concentrating on the
video. When it concluded he made a distracted clicking sound with
his tongue. “That told us nothing. I’ll get Mr. Jones on the
screen.”

He began typing furiously. Even Ranofur
ceased his patrol to watch over Mike’s shoulder. And it was
Ranofur’s face that was caught by the digital camera and projected
on the screen.

“Who the devil are you?” were the first words
we heard. I grinned. It was Davy, all right.

Ranofur replied very politely, “Mr. Jones, I
assure you I’m on your side, not the Devil’s. I have two children
here who would like to ask you some questions before we continue
with our mission.”

“Are you their new agent?” Davy shouted,
suddenly exultant. “Did they reassign the scallywag?”

“I beg your pardon?”

I pushed in front of Ranofur. “No, Mike’s
still here,” I told Davy.

Mike popped his head up in the range of the
camera and gave Davy a cheery wave. “Hello, old pal.”

Davy’s face darkened on the screen.
“Good-for-nothing knave. Blackjack. Rogue.”

Though I tended to agree with Davy’s
assessment, I broke in. “We have a second angel, so we’re covered.
Right now we need to ask you some questions. Like, where was
Bartholomew Swain born?”

Davy knew right offhand. “A little town in
the south of England called Luxet. It’s in Dorset County, not far
from the English Channel. The year must have been—” he paused to
think “—perhaps 1652 or 1654.”

“Do you know his father’s name?” Mike barged
in.

Davy scowled at him. “What do I look like,
his blessed aunt? No, I don’t know his father’s name, nor his
mother’s. He was such a wretched scoundrel, I doubt he even had a
mother.”

“What year did you land on the island?”

“July 28, 1684.”

“What happened to Mr. Swain after that?”

“Blamed if I know.”

“Do you know what year he dropped out of
knowledge?”

“Sometime after 1684.”

“Can you tell us—” Mike continued, but Davy
exploded. “Do you think I’m a blasted encyclopedia?”

I tactfully took over the questioning. “Davy,
you said Swain has been to Hades.”

“Aye. He found his way there, all right.
Don’t rightly know how he got there.”

“But he can’t die.”

“Not proper like.”

“Do you know where he is now?”

“No idea, but I do know I had a gang of
Wasitters pass by my beachfront after you all left.”

I glanced at Ranofur. “A what?”

“Demon water spy.”

“Oh, is that all?” I blew out my breath and
turned to Mike. “Anything else we need to know?”

“I think we’re good,” he answered. “Thank
you, Davy. You’ve been most helpful.” Davy was still ranting when
our connection broke off.

“That went well,” Elena gibed.

“Say,” I said thoughtfully, “if we have the
sword here, what protection does Davy have at the tree?”

Mike waved off my question. “Oh, don’t worry
about Davy. He’s an old pro with weapons, and the brass keeps an
eye on him. We’ll have the sword back to him soon enough.”

Almost instantly, Davy’s face was replaced by
a map of England. Mike shifted subjects. “Luxet isn’t far from
Southampton. I suggest we fly into the city and take a day trip to
the Channel.”

“I second that suggestion,” Elena said.

Ranofur stood across the table from us, arms
crossed, face stern. “Before we leave this room, we have a few
orders of business to discuss.”

“And the first one,” Elena broke in, putting
her hands on her hips with a stern look of her own, “is how you
knew about this trip to begin with. You weren’t at Davy’s.”

The angel hunched his huge shoulders. It was
pretty comical to see him cowed by a skinny girl. He tried to
wiggle off the hook. “I’m trained to observe such things.”

She wasn’t buying it.

He sighed in resignation. “I was assigned to
guard you at birth. Since it’s unusual for someone of my rank to be
given such a low-level job, I guessed you were designated for
something important. I tried to sneak a peak at your files, but
they’re so heavily encrypted I couldn’t access them, which only
confirmed my suspicions. So I’ve kept my eyes open. About the time
you turned thirteen, the buzz around you picked up. That’s when I
took the security job. I’ve been expecting something like this for
a long time. When it happened, it was nothing to arrange for your
father to leave on business so we could slip away.”

He gazed at her with something like fatherly
affection, and I could see that after all those years of protecting
her, his bond with her was strong. She was smiling at him now,
too.

“Wait a second,” I blurted, barging in on
their tender moment. “Elena was assigned a guardian angel? I’m the
One of Two Names. Why wasn’t I assigned an angel?”

“You were,” Ranofur answered.

“Who?”

An embarrassed cough sounded behind me. I
turned to find Mike tracing a crack in the floor with the toe of
his patent leather penny loafer.

“You?” I gawped.

He twitched his shoulders nervously and
pulled at the neck of his sequined jacket. “I think they line these
collars with emery boards. Can you read this? What does the tag
say?”

“Well, that certainly explains some things,”
I muttered darkly. Maybe my beagle footedness wasn’t the only thing
behind my lifetime of freak accidents.

I felt a heavy hand on my shoulder. “Taylor,
decisions like these are not made by accident.”

“Whatever.” I scowled and shook off Ranofur’s
touch. “Don’t you have some important matters to discuss?”

He turned all business. “Yes, I do. One,
never let the sword out of your sight.”

“Yeah, yeah.” I waved him off. “Check.”

“Two, all members must be armed and
active in combat.” This time he looked hard at Mike, who retreated
to his computer. “I had no idea how underprepared you were for this
mission. I will be securing appropriate armaments directly. In the
meantime, you all need some instruction in wielding the one weapon
you carry.”

I was still smarting from that failure and
eager to prove I could handle the sword as effectively as Elena.
“I’ve already been trained in swordplay,” I announced.

Ranofur lifted one eyebrow. “Then you
wouldn’t mind demonstrating for us.”

I shrugged and unzipped my makeup case.

“Oh, this ought to be good,” Elena grinned.
“I’ve seen what he can do.”

Face stony, I gripped the handle with both
hands and hefted the tip. The sword must have weighed five pounds.
It wavered unsteadily in my hands. With a battle cry that rang in
the rafters, I flung the blade in violent arcs that no monster
could escape.

Ranofur’s eyebrow inched higher up his face.
“Er, very good,” he managed. “But your grip could use a slight
adjustment. Your strong hand should be the one holding nearest the
guard.”

Elena laughed out loud.

I flung the weapon on the table. “I’m more
proficient with the rapier,” I growled and vowed to never, ever
admit my training had been exclusively with a tinfoil-covered
wooden prop.

“You could both use some work on your
technique,” Ranofur said. “May I have the sword?”

Elena retrieved it for him.

“There are four basic stances when using a
long sword. The first is the front high guard.”

He held the hilt next to his ear, the blade
nearly horizontal. The tip pointed slightly downward at an imagined
opponent. From this position he moved into a graceful series of
slashes, always returning to the original stance.

“Next is the front middle. Hold the hilt just
out from your belly pointed up at your enemy’s throat. It’s useful
to parry a variety of attacks and to swing into your own. If he
swipes at your feet, drop the tip toward the ground and you have
the front low guard.” Again he demonstrated an impressive array of
movements.

“Finally, the high rear.” He held the sword
over his head with both hands and brought it down in a hacking
motion that would have cleaved a heifer in two.

“Now you try.”

I took the sword again and attempted each
position. Holding them turned out to be harder than it looked. By
the time I finished, my muscles were trembling worse than spaghetti
noodles in a spin cycle. Thankfully, Elena proved no better at it
than me, and Mike was far worse. I turned away from his efforts
lest my contempt show all over my face.

“Very good,” Ranofur praised. “I want you to
practice these moves daily. Only constant use will build up the
strength it requires.

“My last discussion point is armor. Right now
you have no defense against your enemy save offense. This is
unacceptable.” He handed Elena and I each a pair of what appeared
to be clear latex gloves.

I dangled them in front of me. “Is scrubbing
public restrooms part of our training?”

“Put them on,” Ranofur commanded.

We did. Rather than the elastic feel of
plastic, these were soft, as supple as a second skin and completely
invisible. They reached nearly to our elbows. “What are these?”
Elena wondered.

“Schmiel gloves. They are your most important
defense. They’re impenetrable. They will block anything your enemy
can throw at you.”

“Awesome! Do you have body suits made of this
stuff?” I asked.

“They’re in beta testing right now.
Unfortunately, they impart such a total sense of security that the
wearer enters a coma. We then find the suit impossible to
remove.”

I ripped the gloves off.

“Put them back on, Taylor. They’re safe. And
leave them on.”

As I reluctantly complied, Ranofur addressed
us. “Are the two of you clear on the next step of your
mission?”

“We take the first plane to Southampton,” I
said. Elena expressed her agreement.

“Very good. I’ll be taking my leave
then.”

“What?” Elena and I yelped together. I
glanced over at Mike, who was already back at his laptop and
totally absorbed in cleaning the screen with a disposable wet wipe.
Suddenly the odds of surviving that plane ride seemed to
diminish.

“I have an important errand I must attend to.
I’ll meet you in Southampton.”

“But where—?” I began.

Too late. We were alone with the
dunderhead.


 


 Lesson
#7

Sightseeing Is More Fun at High Speed

 


Crunch!

I bolted upright. I’d fallen asleep in the
back of a plane, lulled by the drone of the engine and the
incredible stupidity of the in-flight movie. The light was dim. My
neck felt as if someone had inserted a car jack between my fourth
and fifth vertebrae and given it a few good pumps, and I became
aware of a suspicious dampness on my chin.

“Good morning, Sleeping Beauty,” Elena
chirped. While we waited for our departure, I had dried my iPod
under the airport hand dryer and she had done a little shopping.
Now, other than some bruising under her eye, she looked like a Nike
ad with her snug-fitting athletic suit and perfect composure—not
like she’d just slept for four thousand nightmare-laden miles. I
was afraid to look in the mirror.

I dragged my shirt sleeve over my chin as
inconspicuously as possible. “It’s morning already?”

“It is here. Back home it’s still the middle
of the night.” She used that sickeningly cheerful voice teachers
employed when they were about to deliver a pop quiz. I groaned. I
hated morning people. “What time is it?”

“Dominican or European?” she asked as she bit
into a dill pickle. Crunch!

“Surprise me.”

“It’s 5:46 as the British await us. We land
in fifty minutes.”

“Do you always eat pickles for
breakfast?”

“Do you have a problem with that?” Some of
the cheerful left her voice.

“Me? No. No problem.”

Her lips formed around some comment I
probably wouldn’t have found flattering, but a sound like the
intermittent firing of a dirt bike motor interrupted us. Mike
leaned against the window of the plane, mouth open, head back,
giving his tonsils an aerobic workout.

I shook my head mournfully. “How did I manage
to get assigned to the biggest coward in the history of guardian
angels?”

“He means well,” Elena said in his
defense.

I snorted. “His good intentions are going to
get us killed. He’s totally worthless.”

“Ranofur can handle the heavy stuff. And Mike
is a whiz with technology,” she pointed out. “I didn’t know angels
could, you know, specialize in stuff like that.”

“So he’s a coward and a geek.”

“I think you’re being overly hard on him.
Think about it, Davis. Someone with his skills may be really handy
to have along on this trip.”

Mike chose that moment to choke himself
awake. He fumbled in his shirt pocket and drew out a tube of nasal
spray, squirted some into each nostril, and yawned blearily. Then
his head fell forward and his wig obscured his face.

“I’ll try not to let my enthusiasm get out of
hand,” I pronounced with a sour twist of my lip.

A flight attendant delivered a glass of
orange juice to the man across the aisle from me. “Could I have one
of those, too, please?” Elena asked her.

“Certainly, miss.”

Elena bit into another pickle. I tore open
the bag of peanuts I saved from last night’s movie. “You live in
quite a shack,” I said, popping a handful in my mouth. “What
exactly does your dad do?”

“He inherited my grandfather’s sugarcane
plantations.”

“Ah,” I said. “That explains it.”

“It’s not what you think. The land was
worthless. Dad studied agriculture in America and brought the soil
back to life, but he made his money in real estate
investments.”

The flight attendant returned with the orange
juice. Elena took a swig then shoved the rest of her pickle in her
mouth. I shuddered involuntarily and concentrated on pretending my
peanuts weren’t stale.

“I envy you,” I admitted. “Growing up on land
that’s been in your family for generations. You have no idea what
it’s like to be uprooted from your home.”

“Who told you that?”

I looked up in surprise. “It’s the truth,
isn’t it?”

“I lived in America for eight years.”

She must have read my confusion. “My mom is
from Montana,” she went on. “She and Dad met at college. They
married, but my mom couldn’t handle the tropics. She and I returned
to Montana when I was four. I came back to live with my dad last
year.”

My whole impression of Elena changed in an
instant. She wasn’t just a spoiled rich brat. Well, she was, but
now we had something in common. “Do you like it in the Dominican?”
I asked.

“It’s not so bad, though I do miss the
horses.”

“Shoot, I’d give anything to go back to New
Jersey.”

“What’s so great about it?” She didn’t sound
scornful. She wanted to know.

I shrugged. “Home is home. I wasn’t anyone
special, but I had friends who liked me anyway. I belonged. On the
island I’m just the sunburned new kid.”

“So why’d you move here?”

“Because my paper route wouldn’t pay the rent
after Dad left for his new job.”

She let my cynicism slide. “Yeah, I guess it
wouldn’t. So, how long do you have to stay?”

“‘Indefinitely’ is the word Dad used.”

Crunch!

“How many of those things are you going to
eat?” I grouched.

She grinned and held up a 32-ounce jar. “Want
one?”

“Gross.” I wadded up the cellophane peanut
wrapper and tossed it onto my tray table. It was quickly snatched
up by a passing flight attendant.

“You know, you can always leave the island
when you’re eighteen,” Elena mentioned. “Go to college in the
States. That’s not very many years away.”

“If we live that long. I hear Swaugs tend to
bump up the mortality rate.”

She snickered, then burst out laughing. Maybe
I liked her better in the morning.

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. This is
your captain speaking. We will be touching down in five minutes.
Let me be the first to welcome you to Southampton, England.”

Thirty minutes later, Mike, Elena, and I were
stepping out the glass entrance of the Southampton International
Airport. The breeze off the English Channel had some teeth in it; I
was glad I remembered to pack a hoodie.

“Where are we meeting Ranofur?” I asked Mike.
His wig was beginning to resemble a Lhasa Apso that had taken
itself for a romp through a wind tunnel, but he hadn’t tried any
dance moves since before the Swaug.

“At the hotel. I booked a suite of rooms at
the Best Western in Chilworth. It’s just down the M27
motorway.”

“You’re sure? You’ve been here before?”

I suppose my derision was radiating off me in
waves, because he answered with forced bravado and a horrible
British accent that didn’t go with his deteriorating costume at
all. “Of course I have, old chap. Set your worries aside. One
doesn’t live to be as old as I am without getting to Southampton
once or twice.”

I reminded myself that we had GPS.

Elena was down to one piece of luggage, a
brand-new carry-on that she toted behind us. She paused to stretch,
pressing her hands into the small of her back as we waited for Mike
to hail a cab. She pushed dark curls off her forehead and gazed up
at the overcast sky. “Not too cheery a place, is it?”

It was that dreary hour past dawn when the
sun was still too weak to burn away the clouds but nobody really
cared because all they wanted to do was crawl under a blanket and
go back to sleep. At least if they were anything like me.

“What kind of bird is that?” Elena asked,
pointing to a largish bird wheeling over the airport. “Some kind of
falcon?”

I glanced up, not really interested. “Could
be. Say, did you see a vending machine anywhere? I sure could use a
Mountain Dew.”

“This early in the morning?”

“The taxi’s here, kids.” Mike called us over
to a cab that could have been the offspring of a minivan and a
roller skate. The driver had already popped open the trunk hatch to
accommodate Elena’s suitcase, but she was still focused skyward.
“You know, I think that bird is getting bigger.”

I didn’t bother to look. “It’s probably just
flying lower.”

“No, it’s growing.” A note of alarm sneaked
into her voice.

I shaded my eyes from the brighter gloom of
the sky. The bird had nearly doubled in size. I could see it
swelling as I watched. Then it swooped into a dive and got a
lot bigger. In a hurry.

“Get in the car!” Mike screamed. “It’s a
Churkon!”

We had learned to obey that tone of voice
promptly. Elena tossed her bag in the trunk and dove in after it.
Mike knocked the driver on his rear with an apologetic, “Sorry,
you’ll be safer,” and I launched myself into the passenger seat.
Only it wasn’t the passenger seat.

“Go! Go! Go!” Mike screamed, slamming himself
in the side of the car that should have had the steering
wheel.

I had driven a car exactly once in my life.
I’d been six years old and sitting on my dad’s lap. But when that
oversized vulture rocketed out of the heavens on a missile path
toward our windshield, I didn’t hesitate. Cramming the car into
gear, I shot out onto the concourse. “Where to?” I yelped.

“Just stay on pavement.”

He would name the very thing I was quickly
running out of. “Mike! Which way?”

“It doesn’t matter. Just drive!”

Suddenly, something the size of a bloated
elephant slammed into the back of the cab. I caught a glimpse of
scaly black wings as the tires screamed, and I fought to keep the
vehicle under control. Elena threw herself into a seat and yanked a
seatbelt across her lap as I skidded into traffic.

“It was scanning for us. Somehow the Churkon
caught wind of us,” Mike explained.

The road ended at a roundabout. “Are you
kidding me?” I wailed and threw the wheel to the left. You haven’t
experienced a true adrenaline rush until you’ve taken a roundabout
at forty miles per hour with a bloodthirsty pterodactyl chasing
you.

“There!” Mike gestured as we rocketed past a
turnoff for the third time. I got it on the next pass. I’m pretty
sure I was the first one to ever do it on two wheels.

Motorists kindly made way for us as we
screeched onto the thoroughfare. The city skyline lay in the frame
of the windshield as green fields quickly gave way to the geometric
outline of buildings. But not for long. A giant black wing covered
the glass just as the roof of the car crumpled in. Eight-inch claws
protruded through the metal.

“Mike, I can’t see!”

I was swerving like a lunatic with the gas
pedal pegged. The creature’s wing must have caught an updraft
because it ripped away. So did the roof.

“Taylor, where’s the sword?”

“In my backpack.”

I shrugged out of it and tossed it to him. In
a moment he was standing waist-high in our new convertible with the
sword poised in high guard position. Just another morning commute
in Southampton.

“Can you kill it?” Elena asked.

“No. I’m just trying to keep it off the car
so it doesn’t kill us. Drive faster, Taylor!”

“It doesn’t go any faster!”

The wind yanked Mike’s wig off his head. In
the rearview mirror, I watched it roll down the motorway like a
sick tumbleweed until an eighteen-wheeler put it out of its misery.
All had been silent for several minutes when Mike pulled himself
back inside and I dared to ask, “Is it gone?”

“It’s about a quarter mile back.”

“What’s the plan?” Elena asked.

“We keep going straight ahead and get
ourselves to the waterfront.”

The miles move along pretty quickly at the
speed we were traveling. I had already squealed through several
intersections, horn blaring, ignoring the traffic lights. In a
matter of minutes I reached another roundabout. I threw the taxi
into the curve and held on.

Mike was navigating on his laptop. Halfway
around the circle he waved frantically. “Cut through the park. It’s
more direct.”

I jounced over the curb, narrowly avoiding an
oncoming car and a pair of early morning joggers, and screeched
onto a walking path.

“Follow it all the way to the end.”

That involved crossing two more roads. At the
third, the grass ran out and a line of buildings blocked our path.
I swung hard to the right and careened around a corner.

“The Churkon is gaining on us!” Elena called
from the backseat.

I blasted around another corner. Suddenly, a
section of medieval castle loomed in front of us, right in the
middle of the road. I had no choice but to steer through the middle
of the archway.

“That was the Bargate,” Mike informed us as
we shot out the back side. “Built in the twelfth century, it’s one
of the most popular tourist sites in the city.”

“Glad we got to see it,” I mumbled.

“Taylor, go, go! It’s right behind us!” Elena
screamed.

I floored the accelerator but another heavy
thud sent the taxi spinning across an intersection, straight into
the corner of a building. We hit backward. The impact caved in the
rear hatch and exploded the air bags.

I glanced around, stunned. “Is everyone
okay?” Elena gave a feeble nod.

“Out! Out!” Mike ordered, pawing through the
deflated fabric. “To the church!”

The heavy stone face and towering steeple of
an ancient church dominated the end of the street about a hundred
yards away. I grabbed the sword and we started sprinting, but I
knew we’d never make it. The Churkon seemed to know it, too. With a
hoarse cry, the creature swooped over our heads and landed on the
pinnacle of the steeple.

We froze in our tracks. I held the sword
ready in a perfect front middle guard.

Mike took the opportunity to instruct us
further in British history. “St. Michael’s Church. Founded in 1070,
it’s original to the medieval walled city and a popular
tourist—”

“Shut up, Mike,” I said. “Just tell us what
to do now.”

“Pray.”

That’s when the Churkon let loose with a
blast of fire that swept through the canyon of the street. We were
toast.
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Pedestrians scattered, screaming, as we
leaped into a doorway. “You didn’t tell us it had a flamethrower!”
I accused.

“Why do you think we were heading for the
quay?” he shot back.

“Can we make it there?”

“It’s too far.”

I pressed my lips together and studied my
guardian angel. Without his wig, his hair was dark brown and
plastered to his head. I wished with all my heart that Ranofur was
with us.

We risked a peek at the beast and I got my
first good look. It was black, featherless, and reptilian. Instead
of a beak it had a mouth full of fangs—sort of a giant gila monster
with wings. It shrieked again and let loose another jet of flame.
We had the sword, but it was no match against an enemy like that.
And knowing our Schmiel gloves would preserve our fingerprints so
the authorities could identify our charred remains didn’t comfort
us nearly as much as you might think.

A man dressed in an argyle sweater vest and
tweed trousers rushed into our doorway. “All right, mates?” he
asked in perfect British form.

We looked at each other and back at him,
speechless.

“All right,” he repeated, more as a statement
this time. Then he was off again.

“What’s he doing?” Elena hissed.

The man rushed up the street at full trot,
right into the range of the beast. We couldn’t resist the morbid
lure of watching him get toasted like a human marshmallow. A moment
later he had a bow and arrow in his hands. The Churkon raised its
wings to take flight. As we watched, it recoiled and let out
another grating blast of noise.

The man fired a second arrow into its chest,
and the beast staggered and flailed its giant bat wings. As it took
flight, the top of the steeple broke off and clattered to the
pavement below. The Churkon rose into the air, flying erratically
before plunging earthward beyond our range of vision.

“The River Test should put his flame out well
enough,” Mike pronounced.

Elena and I stood quivering before the
ancient church. “Who was that man?” Elena whispered.

“Oh, he’s one of us,” Mike answered,
celebrating with a loose-jointed dance move that closely resembled
a marionette. Apparently, our lucky escape from death had restored
his confidence.

“An angel?” she asked. “You guys just roam
the earth?”

“We never ‘just roam.’” Mike paused. “He’s
probably been assigned some task of his own, but yes, we often
mingle with humans and no one is the wiser.”

“Do they roam?” Elena asked. “Swaugs
and Churkons, I mean.”

“That’s what they do. They prowl about,
looking for trouble. Swaugs patrol the land, Churkons the air, and
Wasitters the sea.” Mike frowned. “We rarely see them on
consecutive days like this.”

“I’ve never seen them before at all,” she
said.

“You won’t see any of us unless we want you
to. Even then, people filter things through their own mind. Those
who believe we exist see us more easily, but everyone sees what
they choose, to some extent.”

“What are people going to say about all
this?” I asked, indicating the scorch marks and the church steeple
that stood out against the sky like a broken, jagged tooth. “There
must have been fifteen witnesses.”

He grinned. “Just wait and see. Human
interpretation is always highly amusing.”

“What about that?” I pointed to the totaled
taxi.

“Yes, that.” He handed me some bills. “Go
slip these in the glove compartment.”

I almost fell over. It was two American ten
thousand dollar bills.

“We’re well-funded,” Mike remarked. “The
cattle on a thousand hills and all. Elena, slide this under the
door of the building we destroyed, and I’ll locate a donation box
at the church. Then we really must make for the hotel. Ranofur will
be getting worried.”

An hour later, after ditching the last
vestiges of Mike’s costume and navigating two forms of public
transportation, we managed to arrive at the Best Western disheveled
but intact.

“A Churkon chased us from the airport,” Mike
reported as we staggered into our suite. Ranofur raised his
eyebrows but didn’t say anything. Neither did he reveal what he’d
been up to. He just sent us to our rooms for hot showers and warm
beds. I was more than willing to comply.

I awoke about one o’clock in the afternoon,
UK time, to the amazing smell of food cooking. One pack of peanuts
between monsters is definitely not enough to sustain a
thirteen-year-old boy. I dragged myself into the kitchen area to
find Ranofur briskly whisking a bowl of something white and fluffy.
I was completely arrested by the sight of the giant wearing a
frilly pink apron with the words “Kiss the Cook” embroidered above
a pair of hot-pink lips. It was stretched across his physique like
shrink wrap across the hull of a ship.

I stared for three whole minutes before
Ranofur lifted his head. “Is something wrong?” he asked.

I pressed my lips together, trying to think
how best to answer that question.

His tone grew slightly impatient. “Do you
have an aversion to chocolate pistachio chiffon tarts?”

“Not to the tarts so much as to that apron,”
I stated.

“Oh, er—” He stirred the fluffy mixture with
a bit more force than necessary. “It was the only style that came
in size 3X.”

I nodded politely and he turned back to his
tarts. “Mike went for a pizza,” he threw out. “He’ll be back
shortly.”

“Good. I’m so hungry I think I could eat a
Swaug.” I flipped on the television to wait. After twenty very long
minutes of a Mr. Bean rerun, I turned up the volume of a local
headline news broadcast. “Ranofur, listen to this.”

“Southampton International Airport was the
scene of violence this morning,” the reporter was saying.
“Surveillance cameras captured the kidnapping of two children
thought to be Ronald Tomlinson and Jacky Rodrigez. Their kidnapper
is unidentified.” Footage showed a blurry image of Elena and I
diving for the car while a clearly deranged Michael Jackson
impersonator shoved the driver. It was a good thing Mike had
whipped up those false documents.

“The car then proceeded down the A335
carriageway at high speeds. Several witnesses claimed to see the
kidnapper protruding through the roof of the car brandishing a
large sword. It is unclear how the damage to the roof was
sustained. The car was later abandoned near St. Michael’s Square
where it crashed into the Zen restaurant. Apparently, the kidnapper
was stopped by the same freak lightning bolt that took the steeple
off historic St. Michael’s Church this morning. There is no sign of
the kidnapper or victims.

“Police have reported finding several
American bills of large denomination at the site. A connection is
being assumed, and police are investigating leads on several
eccentric, wealthy Americans.”

I heard Mike’s footsteps in the hall. He came
in wearing a ten gallon hat, red cowboy boots, purple jeans, a
gaudy shirt, and substantial amounts of facial stubble that hadn’t
been there two hours before. “Howdy.” He tipped his hat up with a
thumb and flung two boxes onto the table. “I brought you some
grub.”

Ranofur sighed. “I’m glad you’re keeping a
low profile.”

The smell of food nearly drove me wild. I
opened the top one. “Pepperoni, mushroom, and black olive!” I took
a bite that would have made a great white shark proud.

Mike smirked. “I may not have been the most
astute guardian, but I’ve been observant.”

“That reminds me,” I said after swallowing.
“I’ve been meaning to ask you a few questions. Like, where were you
when I was in second grade and had to climb the rope in gym class?
I fell fifteen feet onto my back and couldn’t draw a full breath
for an hour.”

Mike glanced from Ranofur to me. “You know, I
think I left the soda pop in the lobby.”

He snagged a piece of my pizza and hustled to
the door just as Elena stepped out of her room wearing low-rise
jeans, a Western shirt, and a pair of brown cowboy boots. “Whatever
you’re cooking, I’ll take ten,” she yawned then stopped dead at the
sight of Mike. “Oh no. You are so not wearing that.”

“What’s wrong with it?” Mike asked, flicking
one of the tassels on his shirt.

“We match!” She gestured between them like
the problem should have been obvious. “You knew this was all I
salvaged from the wreck this morning.”

“You don’t match,” I assured her with my
mouth full, shaking my head for extra emphasis.

Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Just who are
you supposed to be, anyway?”

It was Mike’s turn to look put out. “Toby
Keith.” He broke into a chorus of “I Should Have Been a Cowboy”
just to prove his point.

She raised her eyebrows doubtfully. “I
promise I won’t tell him.”

“So, what’s with your rodeo getup?” I asked
Elena as she helped herself to the second pizza—ham and pineapple.
“You bought those on purpose?”

“You’ve never been to Montana, have you?” she
asked dryly.

“Guess I haven’t.” Truth was, she looked
good. The boots gave her extra height—not that she needed it—and
the jeans and the cut of her shirt accentuated her slenderness. She
came across as pretty and at the same time just a little rugged,
like she could whip up flapjacks for a whole bunkhouse and wrestle
a steer after breakfast.

“Eat up. We leave for Luxet at fourteen
hundred hours,” Ranofur informed us as he set down a cookie sheet
of three-inch tarts dusted with shaved chocolate and garnished with
sprigs of mint. They could have come off an advertisement for a
gourmet bakery. I pulled one from its tin and shoved it into my
mouth whole.

I melted into my seat. “Where’d you learn how
to bake like this?” I asked after licking every dab off my
fingers.

“It’s just a hobby,” Ranofur replied with a
modest shrug. “A stress reliever. Sometimes I enter contests on my
weekends off.”

“These take first prize,” I declared,
snatching three more off the cookie sheet.

“Oh, sure,” Mike muttered with mild
annoyance, “Hercules can do no wrong.” With a stubborn thrust of
his chin, he looked from me to Elena and pronounced, “I’m not
changing my clothes.”

****

Fifty minutes later, Southampton gave way to
the muddy green fields of the English countryside. I perched next
to Mike, and Elena and Ranofur sat in front of us. We had no
luggage aside from my backpack and the basket of leftover tarts
Ranofur held carefully against the bouncing of the bus. At least he
had lost the apron and looked normal in his Dockers and Polo shirt.
I was wishing I could trade seats with Elena. No, I was wishing we
could trade angels.

“Luxet is only about fifty miles outside the
city, right on the English Channel,” Mike informed us. “We should
be there in about an hour.”

I leaned my head back against the seat,
feeling the hum of the motorway in my ears. We traveled twenty
minutes in silence before I asked, “Ranofur, what did you do before
you were assigned to Elena?”

“I worked as an agent, second class.”

“What does that mean?”

“That’s my rank. In angel hierarchy, your
rank determines your position. The top three are military. As a
second class agent, I was involved in instruction, special forces,
secret projects. That sort of thing. First class is made up of high
commanders and government officials. Third class is mostly
rank-and-file military.”

I turned to Mike. “What’s your rank?”

He refused to tell me. “One’s position isn’t
always indicative of talent and skill.”

“Oh, come on. I already know Ranofur outranks
you. Were you third class?”

He coughed.

“Well?”

He glowered. “Agent, fifth class.”

My eyes flew open. “How many classes are
there?”

“Five,” Ranofur explained. “The fifth being
those assigned as personal guardians. Prior to the Tree of Life
incident, Mike was a non-military administrator, fourth class, but
was often given second class clearance due to his skill level. If
he’s successful in this special assignment, he’ll be reinstated to
his former position.”

I turned to Mike with a mixture of derision
and curiosity. “What happened back there at the tree?”

He turned to face the window. A glance at
Ranofur revealed only the back of his head. No more information
there. I fished my iPod out of my backpack, popped in my ear buds,
and watched the countryside pass.

We traveled through a number of small towns,
stopping at some and rolling through others. Eventually, Mike stood
up as we entered a little hamlet. “This is our stop.”

We were the only passengers to disembark.

“This is it?” Elena asked as the bus
disappeared in a cloud of exhaust. It looked like any small town
you might find in America but with a distinctly British air. A wall
of dainty storefronts lined the sidewalks, and a few automobiles
hedged the brick street. Behind them, rows of houses extended
outward into the neighborhoods. Elena and Mike looked pretty out of
place in their Western duds.

“No, no,” Mike answered. “This is Breston.
Luxet is down the road a bit. The bus doesn’t stop there.”

“Just how far down the road?” Elena
asked.

“About eight miles.”

For a moment, I thought she was going to deck
him. But she sighed, turned, and led the way.

The road wound between low rolling fields
edged with walls of stacked stone. Stands of trees, gray stick
figures without their leaves, grew twined with underbrush, and one
small stream murmured happily on its way to the Channel. We passed
only three houses and as many barns.

Before reaching the town, Ranofur directed us
into a wooded thicket. “We’ll be sheltered from eyes here,” he said
as he pulled a small medieval arsenal from his jacket pockets:
knives, hatchets, daggers, all having the same reddish tinge as my
sword.

“Whoa!” I cried. “Where’d you get all this
stuff?”

“I told you I had an errand to attend while
you were on the plane.”

Elena examined a truly wicked throwing knife
with a curved blade on one side, a long spike on the other, and a
short spike near the handle grip. “Why didn’t you just buy
handguns?”

“You can’t kill supernatural beings with an
earthly weapon,” Mike answered, taking the knife and hurling it
against a tree. It sliced the air with a whistle and thunked deep
into the bark.

I let out a whistle of my own. “Wow.”

Mike sniffed, a little prideful. “I prefer
projectiles to closing with an enemy.”

“These weapons were forged with metal mined
from the asteroid belt in the Raybold galaxy,” Ranofur told us as
he handed Elena and I each a dagger and a small hatchet. “You’ll
find no better blades anywhere in the universe.”

Then he pulled out a crossbow. I made a dive
for it, but Elena snatched it up first. “You already have the
sword, Davis.” With a deft movement, she slipped her foot into the
stirrup and cocked the bow. The size and tension fit her
perfectly.

“Where’d you learn how to do that?” I asked,
more than a little impressed.

“They don’t have these in New Jersey?” she
smirked, her dark eyes flashing.

Ranofur handed her a slim leather package.
“There is one bolt in here. It’s all you’ll need. A multiplication
agent has been applied to the leather. As soon as you withdraw the
bolt, another will instantly take its place.”

Elena’s mouth dropped open.

“Ancient technology,” Mike assured her with
an offhand wave. “Used millennia ago. Elijah and the widow’s oil.
The boy with the loaves and fishes.”

I watched with some jealousy as she fit a
bolt into the groove and fired at the same tree. It made only a
breath of noise. I rubbed my hands together eagerly. “What else
have you got in there, Ranofur?”

“Just this.” He pulled his mace out of his
coat.

I hefted it. Barely. “How’d you fit all this
stuff in your pockets?”

“They’re lined with the same
extra-dimensional material as your makeup case. It’s called Dim-ex.
Standard issue.”

He raised his voice and addressed us all.
“Learn to be proficient with your weapons. Practice regularly, keep
them within easy reach.”

Elena received a handsome leather bag for
carrying her weapons. I had to cram mine into my makeup case. “I’ll
trade you,” I offered.

“Not a chance, Davis,” she grinned, slinging
the strap across her body. “I wouldn’t be caught dead with that
thing. Besides,” and she grabbed my cheek, “you look so cute
carrying it.”

I knocked her hand away and shoved the pink
case in my sweatshirt pocket with some dark mutterings. “How much
farther?” I grumbled as we began walking again.

“Not far. Maybe three more miles,” Mike
answered.

“You know, I don’t really get how chasing
down Swain’s birthplace is going to help us relight the sword.”

“Our task is to relight the sword and
stop Swain,” Elena clarified. “Right now our focus isn’t so much
the sword as studying our enemy. We don’t know what he’s planning,
so learning what we can about him will help us be prepared.”

“Seems like gaining the only weapon that can
destroy him would be a better way to go about it.”

“Patience,” Ranofur rumbled. “A good soldier
always follows orders.”

“Er,” Mike hesitated, “there may be a reason
we were told to pursue Swain first.”

I didn’t like the apologetic tone in his
voice. “And what reason would that be?” I probed.

He shifted his weight and twitched his
shoulder in that annoying way he had. “Because nobody really knows
where Findul is.”
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“What?!” I shouted.

“Keep your voice down,” Ranofur grunted,
surveying our surroundings.

“What?!” I whispered. “What do you mean no
one knows where Findul is? I thought the point of this mission was
to visit his forge and relight the sword.”

“It is,” Mike hastened to explain. “But first
we have to find him.”

“They didn’t state that very clearly in our
job description, did they?” I spat. “How did you find this
out?”

He scoffed, “Give me a computer and enough
time and I can learn anything.”

“All right,” I demanded, “let’s have the
details.”

“There isn’t much to tell. Findul was granted
a few decades’ holiday after guarding the tree. Then he was tasked
with finding a suitable location to relight his forge in
preparation for the day his handiwork would again be needed. He
hasn’t been heard from since.”

I spun to face Ranofur. “Did you know
this?”

“No,” he answered with infuriating calmness.
“I haven’t seen Findul for a few centuries, but that sounds just
like him. His forge is his passion. He tends to get caught up in
his work and forgets all else. The brass had talked of getting him
a secretary.”

I stared at the two of them in disbelief for
a full twenty seconds. “I guess maybe they should have.” Then, like
it was their fault, I turned my back and shoved my ear buds back in
my ears.

We arrived in Luxet fifty minutes later. It
consisted of a stone church, a graveyard, an inn, and seven small
cottages, most of them thatched. A herd of cows milled between the
buildings, and one lone rooster perched on the welcome sign at the
edge of town. Elena promptly sat down and pulled off her boots.
“Unless we get a horse, I’m trading these in for sneakers first
chance I get.”

Mike motioned toward the graveyard. “Let’s
see what we can find. Check the farthest edges. They’ll be the
oldest.” We all followed, Elena mincing along behind in her
stocking feet.

I tried again. “My shoes and the makeup case
for your boots and bag?”

She thought harder this time, but still
turned me down.

The graveyard was small and almost as old as
the hillside it was located on. “Whew!” Elena whistled. “Look at
this.” She scraped the moss off an ancient headstone. I peered over
her shoulder and was unable to make out any words, but apparently
she could read it. “This stone was placed here four centuries
ago.”

“Some of these graves are far older than
that,” Mike said. “Luxet dates back to the time of William the
Conqueror in the eleventh century. In the thirteen hundreds, the
Black Death wiped out half the town. We should be able to find
something marked Swain.”

“Here,” Ranofur called, gesturing us to join
him in an overgrown corner. We gathered around a marble statue of
an angel perched in a cluster of headstones, obviously a family
plot. Most of the writing was obliterated by years of erosion, but
the angel still held the Swain family name. So did a large granite
slab, decorated with a small engraving of a dolphin within a
triangle. The former dated to 1679, the latter, to 1689.

“The years are right in the range Davy gave
us,” I said. “Do you think one of them could be his?”

“He can’t die,” Elena pointed out.

“Most likely they’re the graves of his
parents or siblings,” Mike remarked. “But this tells us we’re on
the right path. Let’s see if the church still holds any old
records.”

The church was blocky and square, with a
steeple that pointed skyward like a guidepost for the dead buried
all around it. It was built of rough-hewn rock that had blackened
with age and was roofed with wooden shakes. As we entered, our
footsteps whispered among the rafters. The interior smelled of
mildew and the sweet decay of old wood. I shivered, and not just
from the cold.

“You can almost picture the dead laid out in
rows after the plague, can’t you?” Elena whispered.

“May I help you?” The deep voice came from
directly behind me. I let out a sharp yelp and Elena giggled
nervously. A thin man with iron gray hair and a cloak of dark wool
had followed us into the church. He could have passed for an
undertaker, or one of the creepy villains in old Scooby-Doo
cartoons.

The man introduced himself. “I am Father
Acker, rector of this parish. I saw you enter town and thought I
might be of assistance.” He smiled in a curious sort of way as he
looked over Mike’s outfit. “We don’t get too many visitors out this
way. Are you Americans?”

“Indeed,” Mike pretended, shaking the man’s
hand. “And we could use some help. I’m Theodore, this is my
brother, Samson, our children Clyde and Maria. We’re doing some
research on our family history. I believe a few of our ancestors
rest within your cemetery.”

I wondered how Mike could lie so blatantly
standing inside a church, but I guess you can get away with that
when you’re working undercover. The alternative would get far too
complicated.

The rector’s smile broadened. “I see. And
what is the surname?”

“Swain.”

“Ah, yes. A notable family within parish
history. In my forty years at this location, I’ve come across the
name several times.”

“Then the church still contains records that
date to the seventeenth century?” Mike asked.

“Oh my, they date back farther than that.
This parish was founded in 1278. Follow me and we’ll see what we
can uncover.”

I fell into step behind him and sneered over
my shoulder, “Come on, Dad.”

The rector led us down a stairway that
violated every building code enacted since the Middle Ages and into
a narrow stone corridor as black as pitch. “Electricity was run to
the sanctuary soon after I arrived, but not to the basement,” he
apologized as he removed a lantern from a hook on the wall. The
candlelight flickered on the dank walls and birthed shadows that
oozed along behind us like pools of liquid ink.

We entered a room with a low arched ceiling
and shelf upon shelf of old volumes. “Here we are,” he announced,
setting the lantern on an antique trestle table and lighting a pair
of candelabras. I could almost imagine the ghosts of long dead
scholars scratching away with quill pens.

Mike was examining the bookshelves with keen
interest. I’m sure he would have loved to digitize the whole
collection. “You’re very organized,” he said admiringly, fingering
a pile of loose-leaf documents.

“Parish history is something of a hobby of
mine,” Father Acker said. “I’ve read through most of the
manuscripts you see here and categorized them by subject and
century. Ah, let’s see. What you’re looking for should be right
about—here.” He scooped up a box labeled “1600’s” and brought it to
the table. Mike was eyeing it like a seagull hovering over a
kindergarten picnic.

“You’ll be very careful, won’t you?” the
rector pleaded.

“Fastidious,” Mike assured him.

“Then you could probably start with this
record of marriages, births, and deaths.”

Elena and I perched on either side of Mike as
he paged through the ancient volume. Ranofur was content to let
Mike work. He scanned the room’s perimeter as we scrutinized the
column of names and dates, but as far as I could see, there was
only one way in and out.

“There’s our boy!” Mike burst out after
fifteen or twenty minutes. With his finger, he underscored the name
Bartholomew Swain handwritten in fading black script. “We’ve found
him.”

“Ah,” Father Acker said, reading over his
shoulder, “then you’re already familiar with our most notorious
son.”

Ranofur leaned forward ominously, warning
Mike not to reveal too much.

“Er, we’ve run across stories,” Mike
backpedaled.

“Then you probably know the accounts of
piracy and villainy in his youth.” The man laughed,
misunderstanding Mike’s sudden panicked expression for guilt. “Oh,
don’t be embarrassed, Mr. Swain. You have no more control over your
family history than you have over the weather. At least your
forebear outgrew his juvenile behavior and became a respectable
member of the parish.”

Four sets of questioning eyes landed on
Father Acker at the same time.

“Oh yes,” he continued, “Bartholomew Swain
became quite a friend to this church. He made several significant
financial contributions. In fact, he paid for the construction of
this building after the original burned to the ground.”

Ranofur cleared his throat. “We weren’t aware
of Bartholomew’s change of fortune. What happened?”

“I don’t know, exactly,” the man said,
thumbing through a second volume, “but his name appears in the
financial ledger several times. You see?”

Starting in the year 1686, Bartholomew’s name
spotted the pages regularly.

“It seems Mr. Swain became quite wealthy. I
can’t be certain, but I believe he established a business through
which he continued to bequeath money after his death. You can see
he tithed regularly until 1693, but after that date, gifts in the
same amount and at the same intervals are credited to Morgen’s of
London.”

“Are you certain he died that year?” Elena
asked.

“No, I’m only assuming he did because his
name never appears again.”

“So he isn’t buried in your churchyard?”

“No. There is no record that he ever returned
to the parish. He did replace his parents’ tombstones several years
after they passed. You may have seen them.”

“The angel?” I asked.

“His mother’s grave. Also the burial vault
for his father marked with a large granite slab.”

“Then he probably wasn’t in residence in your
parish at the time of his death,” Elena surmised. “Do you have any
idea where he lived?”

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you that, but
judging from the ledger, I’d guess London.”

“How long did Morgen’s continue to make
contributions?” Ranofur asked.

“Well, let’s see here.” Father Acker ran his
finger down the figures on the pages. “It looks like the last one
was made in 1699, the same year the church was completed.”

The muffled sound of children’s laughter
echoed down the corridor, sounding faint and far away. “Oh dear,”
Father Acker murmured. “Will you excuse me? My grandchildren are
here on holiday. I’m afraid they may have followed me into the
church.”

“Of course,” Elena replied. “Thank you so
much for your help.”

“My pleasure.” He picked up the lantern. “If
you finish before I return, guide yourselves out with the
candelabras and leave them on the ledge at the foot of the
stairs.”

When he was gone, we exchanged significant
glances. “Looks like our search is leading us in an unexpected
direction,” Ranofur rumbled.

Mike flipped open his laptop. “We already
know from Davy that Swain was born around 1652. The ledger confirms
that. He supposedly dropped out of knowledge in 1684, but now we
know that’s not true.” He read aloud what he typed. “1679—mother’s
death; 1689—father’s death; 1686—year gifts to church began;
1693—year Morgen’s gifts began; 1699—year the church was finished
and all contributions end.”

He looked up. “Do we also know what year
Swain purchased the new tombstones?”

“What does that matter?” I asked.

“It probably doesn’t, but I like to be
thorough.”

Elena found it. “1693.”

Mike’s laptop clicked shut and he stuffed it
in his jacket. “Next stop, London,” he announced. “Let’s get this
stuff put back on the shelf. Then I need a satellite signal to
check out this Morgen’s—”

He was interrupted by a low, groaning whisper
that echoed off the stones in the corridor and agitated the
candles. The air shook with the sound of a heavy boom. Ranofur
tensed, his hand sneaking into his mace pocket while I exchanged a
nervous glance with Elena.

A moment later, the room plunged into
darkness.


 


 Episode 3

 


Lesson #10

Three-Wheeled Cat Cages Are Just as
Uncomfortable as They Look

 


Nobody moved. The blackness hung heavy and
oppressive, forcing me into my seat, flooding my lungs. My hand
groped for my pocket, and I heard the faint ring of steel on steel
as my companions also readied their weapons.

“To the corridor,” Ranofur whispered.
“Silently now. I’ll go first.”

His footsteps made not the slightest whisper.
I stood disoriented in the darkness. Moving from that spot seemed
like a really bad idea, considering the amount of naked steel
surrounding me, but there was no way I was getting left in that
basement by myself. I took one tentative step, then two. Skirting
the edge of the table, I moved a little more confidently. Then my
shin slammed into a chair and sent it screeching across the stone
floor.

I froze. Silence pierced my eardrums as a
flash dulls the eyes.

Someone grabbed me from behind. “Nice one,
Davis,” Elena breathed.

I let my breath out in a slow stream. Even at
risk of our lives, Elena had to get that jab in. I graciously
forgave her and clutched her arm in a death grip. Together we
inched toward the corridor.

I’d never felt darkness so alive, so
threatening. It pulsated around me in a menacing emptiness, the
very essence of madness. But for the touch of Elena’s arm, I could
have been floating apart from time and space. Hysteria bubbled in
my stomach and began the short climb to my vocal cords. We were at
the mercy of a vast, aggressive nothingness.

The scurry of tiny feet brought the silence
back within earthly bounds. I focused on it, willing down my panic.
A soft step, the whisper of clothing—I wasn’t alone in the
void.

The drawn out moan of a door opening
reverberated in the stillness. Soft treads descended the steps.
“Are you folks still down here?”

We let our breath out in a collective sigh of
relief.

“Sorry about that. My grandson swung the door
shut.”

Our frantic rush to conceal all weapons
before the circle of lantern light descended on us was similar to
the way Dad and I blew through the house when Mom pulled into the
driveway unexpectedly after a weekend away. We made it. Barely.

“There you are. I see the shock wave put the
candles out. It’s been known to happen,” Father Acker chuckled.
“Gets blacker than the belly of a whale down here. Did you finish
your research?”

Mike recovered first. “We did, thank you. But
I’m afraid we were unable to return the records to the shelf
before—” He gestured to the darkness.

Father Acker waved him away. “I’ll clean it
up later. I expect you’re all ready to return to the land of the
living.”

Walking up that stairway was exactly like
ascending from a tomb. As we left the church, I sucked in deep,
clean breaths, blessed the light of day, and made up my mind not to
die for a really long time.

Unfortunately, I wouldn’t go a day before
someone challenged that decision.

****

Staying in the Luxet Inn was similar to
visiting my grandmother’s house. It had the same antique bedsteads,
the same battered furnishings, the same knick-knacky décor, only
Grandma paid a fortune for hers. The inn’s, I’m pretty sure,
originated with the building—around the time Noah stepped off the
ark.

The proprietress dated to about the same
year. She was a kindly old lady with as many animals as Noah, most
of which meowed and wore sweaters in bright primary colors. The
place reeked of them.

The woman’s face wrinkled with pleasure when
Mike paid her for all four of her guestrooms. “Thank you, dearie,”
she beamed, stuffing the money down the front of her shirt. “I do
enjoy meeting folks from abroad. American?” she asked, eyeing
Mike’s outfit.

Why was it, I wondered, that every European
assumed the guy dressed like a box of Crayola’s was American? That
angel was giving us a seriously bad rap.

“I think it’s wonderful that you’ve chosen to
reflect your cultural heritage,” she assured him, patting his hand.
“My name is Myrtle. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to
make your stay more comfortable.”

“There is something,” he stated. “We came
without food. Is it possible to purchase our supper?”

Myrtle beamed, as though the pleasure of
cooking for guests was something she rarely experienced. “Supper
will be served at seven sharp. I promise a local favorite.”

Those last words frightened me just a little.
I hoped I wouldn’t regret not stocking my backpack with Snickers
bars.

After shooing the cats out of our own rooms,
Elena and I joined Mike in his. He sat, as usual, with his nose in
his laptop, his hat tossed carelessly on a nearby chair. Ranofur
prowled outside, checking the layout of the place.

“Learn anything?” Elena asked, sitting
cross-legged on the edge of the bed.

“No leads on Morgen’s yet,” Mike answered.
“Although a Morgen, of course, was a beautiful water spirit of
Welsh and Breton mythology that lured men to their deaths.”

I sprawled out on the squeaky mattress with
my arms crossed under my head. “That sounds morbid enough to suit
Swain. We shouldn’t expect he’d name his business after something
as pleasant as unicorns or Easter bunnies.” I sat up abruptly.
“Morgens aren’t real, are they?”

“Not as the legends describe them.”

I sank down again.

“They’re really Wasitters.”

I moaned. “How soon before we get to meet one
of those?”

“We won’t, if we stay off the water.”

“Morgens sound similar to Greek sirens that
lured men with their voices,” Elena mused.

“Morgens, sirens, selkies, mermaids—they all
derive from the Wasitter. They’re shape-shifters, like the Swaug.
They can impersonate anything they want. In the days of sail, the
shape of a beautiful woman was the surest way to lead a man to
death. Nowadays, with shorter voyages and an increase in technology
and recording devices, they’re more subtle.”

“Yeah, I’m sure. That Swaug Elena took out
was real subtle,” I recalled.

Mike sneezed and blew his nose with a
handkerchief. “Taylor, will you open a window? My allergies are
giving me fits in this place.”

As I heaved myself off the bed, Elena cast
the angel a puzzled frown. “I’ve been wondering about something,
Mike. I realize there’s continual conflict between the forces of
good and evil. Yet both sides are immortal, right?”

Mike nodded.

“But if nobody dies, how do you know which
side is winning?”

“That’s a really good question,” I said,
spinning around to gauge Mike’s reaction.

“By the balance of Lifeforce on each side,”
he explained. “When a warrior from either side is destroyed, the
conqueror steals their energy. Of course, the fallen warrior will
eventually return to the battle and reclaim it, but during the
century or two it takes to recover, his enemy commands that
power.”

Ranofur entered then and gently shook off a
blue-clad kitten that was attempting to climb his Dockers. It had
probably taken him for a tree, an easy mistake to make.

“You mean the Swaug and the Churkon we
destroyed will return?” I asked.

“Eventually, yes. But right now our side
holds their Lifeforce.”

“Since you’ve been fighting so long and
neither side has mastered the other, you must be fairly evenly
matched,” Elena assumed.

“Actually, the other side has quite an
advantage over us.”

Elena’s surprise matched my own.

“The enemy grows strong on hate, fear,
corruption, rage, lies, and deceit. Weapons we dare not wield. Such
things mutate. They twist and torture. But they generate a terrible
power. Because of this, over the course of several millennia the
enemy has slowly been tipping the scale in their favor.”

“You’re losing?” I asked.

“In a manner of speaking.”

The little bit of enthusiasm I’d been able to
muster for our mission suddenly dropped away like a peeled banana
skin. “What chance do we have, then?” I asked hollowly. “If they
hold the advantage, we’re doomed to fail before we even begin. Why
even bother?”

“That’s the spirit,” Elena scorned. “Some
dynamic leader you turned out to be.”

“I didn’t ask for this, Elena,” I snapped.
“We’re risking our lives. If there’s no point to it, I want to know
now so I can hop the next plane back to Jersey.”

“So if you can’t win, you just give up?”

I glared at her. “Would you get in a ring
with Dwayne Johnson?”

Her eyes flashed dangerously. “If the fate of
the world was in the balance, I’d certainly go down swinging.”

Ranofur took up a position near the open
window with the kitten tucked against his chest. “Your fighting
spirit is admirable, Elena,” he said, “but Taylor’s right. If all
we had was a fool’s hope, I’d go home, too. Fortunately, our side
holds a far greater advantage.”

I perked up, desperate for some good news.
“What’s that?”

“We have the Source of the Lifeforce on our
side.”

“Well, what is he waiting for?” I asked
impatiently. “Why bother with all this? Why not just blast them and
be done with it?”

“That’s a question far more complicated than
you realize. Sometimes it is necessary to wield great force. Other
times, mercy and restraint are the more powerful weapons.” Ranofur
shrugged. “I can’t see all ends.”

“But if it’s all under control, why do we
have to be involved?”

“You don’t,” Ranofur replied shortly. “You’ve
been given the opportunity to be involved, a chance to be part of
something bigger than yourself.”

“That’s just the way of things for now. We
have a job to do, and so do you,” Mike added. “Ah! I’m in.”

His eyes skimmed the new screen. “I think I
may be on to something.” Fingers danced over the keys as he
continued talking. “Based on Swain’s prior occupation as a pirate
and his choice of a nautical mascot, I assumed his business was
marine-oriented. I accessed some, ahem, mostly public historical
records and—bingo!”

He looked up with a smug expression.
“Morgen’s of London was a shipping company that operated in the
port of London from the late 1600’s until—” his fingers tapped
again “—1810.”

“So, Swain turned respectable after all?” I
asked in confusion.

“Doubtful,” Mike replied. “I’d wager the
company served as a front for his more colorful activities.”

“Can you access any old company records?”
Ranofur asked.

“Probably not. Human records from that time
period rarely survive intact. You may find caches like the church
basement, but they seldom make it to the internet. I, however, have
access to a much more complete record of history.”

It took a minute for his words to sink in.
“You mean you can access Heaven’s databank?” I asked.

“Not with this laptop. The interface is
incompatible. But I have friends in high places. I’ll put in a
request ticket.”

He typed out a few lines of text and hit the
enter key with a flourish. “Done! Now I have a hunch about what
might have caused Swain to disappear in 1693.”

Three faces turned to him expectantly. He
took out his hankie with a flourish, relishing the drama. “Pardon
me.” We had to wait while he blew his nose and fished the nasal
spray out of his pocket. Midway through the first squirt, he
spotted the kitten in Ranofur’s hands. “Get that thing out of
here,” he exploded. “How do you expect me to breathe tonight?
Blamed cats everywhere.”

Ranofur grinned and continued stroking the
animal.

Mike threw him a dark look and finished
administering the spray. With a final sniff and a wipe, he pocketed
the bottle. “Just for that, you can wait until tomorrow to hear my
hunch.”

Our combined protests did little good. He
closed his laptop with a click as final as the last note of a
symphony. “Shall we see what’s on the dinner menu?”

My apprehensions were well-founded. Myrtle
never did identify her local cuisine, but I suspect the main
ingredients may have included canned cat food. I passed the night
with a rolling stomach and awoke the next morning feeling less than
refreshed. It didn’t help that I had to kick a particularly fat
tabby off my pillow twice.

The next morning, I pulled on the same jeans
and T-shirt I’d worn since Davy’s sinkhole. That didn’t bother me
nearly as much as the sight of Mike in his cowboy duds first thing
in the morning. “Do we get to hear your hunch today?” I asked with
a yawn, helping myself to the last of Ranofur’s tarts.

“In time,” he answered evasively.

Elena turned sweetly to Myrtle, who was
pouring tea into Mike’s cup. “You wouldn’t happen to have any
pickles, would you?”

Myrtle acted as if dill and oatmeal was a
natural combination. “I certainly do, dearie. Just a moment.” She
disappeared and Elena turned on Mike. “We aren’t walking out of
here this morning, are we?”

Ranofur answered for him. “All eight miles of
it. Unless you’d welcome a team of Swaugs to speed us on our
way.”

Elena winced.

“The offer to swap shoes and bags still
stands,” I volunteered. “Why do you wear those boots if they hurt
your feet so much?”

“They don’t hurt my feet normally,”
she retorted. “But they weren’t designed to be used as hiking
boots.”

“They seem pretty worthless to me.”

“Spoken like someone who’s never ridden a
horse in his life.”

“I rode a pony once.”

She snorted. “In a circle? At a picnic?”

I clamped my teeth closed. She was pretty
close.

Mike attempted a peacemaking diversion.
“Western boots happen to be well-suited to their task.”

“How do you know?” I accused. “Have you ever
ridden a horse?”

“Actually, I used to work with them.”

“Let me guess,” I smirked, looking him up and
down. “You were a rodeo clown.”

“I was a stable boy,” he emphasized.

Elena snapped her fingers. “Of course! The
rider on the white horse? The four horsemen of the apocalypse?”

Mike nodded. “It was a part-time gig when I
was putting myself through agent training.”

Myrtle came back carrying a bowl brimming
with pickles. Elena tested one. “Perfect,” she proclaimed, smacking
her lips and biting into a second one.

“Bless you, child!” Myrtle chuckled, as
delighted as a schoolgirl. “I can my own cucumbers.”

The smell was making me nauseous. Or maybe it
was too many tarts.

Mike rose from the table. “Can we get those
to go, Myrtle? We need to get underway.”

“Of course, dearie. You go pack your things
and I’ll meet you out at the vehicle.”

“Vehicle?” Elena piped up hopefully.

Mike winked. “I made some arrangements.”

As we had nothing to pack, the mystery was
solved very shortly. We met Mike and Myrtle in a narrow lane behind
the inn. Myrtle cuddled a large orange tomcat who looked
embarrassed to be seen in a green sweater, while Mike strutted back
and forth before a tiny, three-wheeled car. It was bright blue with
the words Auntie Myrtle’s Hand-Crocheted Cat Vests
airbrushed on the side. “Well, what do you think?” he crowed.

“That’s our new ride?” I gawked. It looked
like a soda can riding a scooter. Ranofur could crush it in one
hand.

Elena’s eyebrows nearly collided with her
hairline. “What’s your plan for getting us all inside?”

“It’s really quite roomy,” Mike answered,
opening one of the back doors. The familiar smell of cat wafted
out. “Try it.”

“I think I’d rather walk, thanks,” she
remarked.

Myrtle stepped up. “My son purchased this
vehicle for me, bless him. It’s never given me a lick of trouble.
But after a minor incident in Weymouth last year, the state made me
retake my driver’s test.” She shook her head sadly. “Father Acker
has been escorting me on my errands.”

“Can we buy his car?” Elena mumbled.

I could see it was a lost cause. Mike was
sneezing like a steam-powered locomotive, but his excitement
rivaled that of any sixteen-year-old with the keys to his daddy’s
sports car. Exhaling, I took the plunge, squeezing my legs into the
narrow space with my backpack on my lap. Lace doilies and cat hair
covered the interior. I forced a smile. “It’s great, Mike.”

“Isn’t it?” he beamed. “Load up, you two. We
have a lot of miles to cover.”

With a huffy breath, Elena flopped into the
seat beside me, landing with a shrill squeal. Fishing around on the
seat beneath her, she pulled out a squeaky mouse by the tail. “Are
the accessories complimentary?”

Ranofur eased himself into the front seat
without expression, his head tilted at an angle as it didn’t quite
clear the ceiling. On one side his shoulders rubbed the door, on
the other they brushed Mike’s seat. I gasped with pain as he
adjusted his seat into my knees.

“I feel like a cat in a carrier on its way to
the vet,” Elena grumbled.

“All set?” Mike rubbed his hands together in
glee, his hat squashed low. “Then we’re off!” Another sneeze and a
final wave to Myrtle, and we lurched out into the lane.


 


 Lesson
#11

And I Thought Archives Were Boring

 


After only one hour, my body had stiffened so
much I feared the onset of rigor mortis. Ranofur had long ago
hunkered down in his seat with a cooking magazine that fluttered in
the breeze from Mike’s open window, but that put his knees into the
dash. Still, we would have been okay if Mike didn’t continually
dodge across traffic lanes as if he was playing laser tag. I
suspected this was his first time behind the wheel.

“Can you roll that window up?” Elena shouted.
“It’s forty-six degrees outside.”

“I can’t. I’ll start sneezing again and crash
the car.”

A very real possibility, I thought as we
darted between two eighteen-wheelers. But crammed in as we were,
we’d probably bounce.

“I’ll drive,” I volunteered.

“You’re only thirteen.”

“You didn’t complain when the Churkon was
chasing us.”

“I’m freezing,” Elena complained.

“I’ll pull into a coffee shop.”

“I hate coffee.”

“Then get a latte!” Mike snapped and gave the
wheel a sudden jerk.

I caught myself against the back of Ranofur’s
seat. “You do realize the lines on the road are to stay between,
not play leapfrog with, don’t you?” I asked.

He pulled into a drive-through coffee shop
and soon handed back a raspberry hot chocolate with extra whipped
cream sprinkled with cinnamon. Elena had to fish a handful of cat
food out of the drink holder before she could set it down. Then
Mike zipped back into traffic.

“When are you going to tell us where we’re
going?” I asked.

“When I decide to tell you my hunch.”

“And that would be—?”

He grinned into the rear-view mirror. “All
right. I’ll cave.”

Elena and I waited expectantly. Even Ranofur
looked up.

“We know Swain was a notorious pirate,
correct?” Mike began.

We all agreed.

“We also know he gave large sums of money to
a church, so he must have become quite wealthy. A man like Swain
would only give out of extreme abundance.”

“That makes sense,” Elena conceded.

“So, I think it’s doubtful he gave up piracy,
even after starting his shipping business. He loved it too much.”
Mike paused to let our minds leap to the next logical deduction,
but we were stuck like tattoos on a biker’s bicep. “And?” I finally
prompted.

“And,” he repeated, “what happened to most
notorious pirates of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries? I
mean the ones that didn’t die at the end of a sword or sink to the
bottom of the sea.”

Elena and I continued our glassy stare. He
explained patiently, “If apprehended, perpetrators of crimes at sea
were taken to Marshalsea Prison and tried in the Admiralty courts.
If found guilty, they were paraded over London Bridge to Execution
Dock in Wapping and hung.”

Ranofur nodded. “I remember. Executions were
a city-wide holiday. Thousands would turn out to watch a man
die.”

“Sounds like a jolly place,” I said, tugging
at my collar.

“If our boy disappeared from history, most
likely he made his end there,” Mike finished.

“You all keep forgetting Swain can’t die,”
Elena reminded us.

“But that doesn’t mean he couldn’t hang,”
Mike countered. “He became a shadow, it’s true, but we don’t know
to what degree his body would degenerate between life and death. I
want the circumstances of his disappearance. I suspect we may find
answers in the Admiralty records.”

“And where are those?” she asked.

“Housed in the National Archives in Kew, not
far from London.”

“Our next stop?” Ranofur questioned. At
Mike’s confirmation, he calmly returned to his magazine.

It was two more hours to Kew. By that point,
I had a fair case of whiplash to go with my rigor mortis, and I
knew with certainty that I’d have to be pried from the car with a
crowbar.

Ranofur set aside his magazine as we
approached the outskirts. “Be on guard,” he warned. “A city is a
natural place for the enemy to blend in. Keep your weapons at the
ready.” I transferred my makeup case from my backpack to my
sweatshirt pocket.

The archives was a sprawling, modern complex
curved along a manmade pond. “It’s sort of a library under glass,”
Mike informed us as we passed stiffly through the entryway. We
walked like a posse of robots. “You have to order the documents you
want to view and a staff member will bring them to you. But
locating them initially is the difficult part. This could take a
little time.”

Mike led the way through a large lobby with a
restaurant, coffee bar, bookshop, and museum. It had more in common
with a shopping mall than a library. I had my hand in my pocket the
whole time. Maybe Ranofur’s warning had put me on edge. Maybe I’d
just seen enough creepy stuff to be ready for anything.

Mike seemed perfectly at ease in the
building, like he’d been there a hundred times. He probably had
been. “We have to pass through a security checkpoint up ahead,” he
told us as we entered a locker room. “No bags are allowed. All of
our belongings must stay in here.”

“Not our weapons,” Ranofur insisted.

“Of course not. Kids, hand them over and I’ll
tuck them in my coat.”

Elena removed the leather satchel that held
her crossbow and gave it to Mike, who stuffed it out of sight. Then
Mike held out his hand for my sword.

“No way,” I said, backing up. “I want mine
where I can reach it.”

“I can see the bulge in your sweatshirt
pocket,” he protested. “They’ll make you check it in.”

“It says no coats in the reading rooms,
either,” I said, jabbing my thumb at a sign near the door.

With a curt nod, Mike folded his jacket into
a tiny bundle, flipped the pocket inside out around it, and the
entire thing disappeared. He tucked the invisible bundle into the
pocket of his jeans with a flourish.

“I can do that, too,” I said slyly. I pulled
the case out of my pocket and tucked it into the waistline of my
jeans. Then I covered it with my bulky sweatshirt and waved my
hands in the air like a magician. “Ta-da.”

Ranofur chuckled, and Mike pushed me toward a
set of stairs. We passed through the security checkpoint without a
blip, through a foyer, into the Research and Inquiries Room, and
straight to a desk marked Military, Maritime, and Family
History.

“May I help you?” smiled a grandfatherly
gentleman with horn-rimmed glasses and a twill suit. He looked the
type to pass out lint-covered peppermints to children at
church.

“Please,” Mike answered. “We’re looking for
information about a pirate named Bartholomew Swain.”

His hushed voice sounded loud in the silent
room. I winced, glancing around to see if we’d been overheard. The
few people browsing through reference materials or sitting at
tables completely ignored us. Ranofur took up a position at the
door of the room, his massive arms crossed over his chest.

“Do you have a date?”

“1693. We’d like records of a trial, a
hanging, a death certificate, anything you can find.”

As Mike spoke with the fellow, I studied the
room, noting the location of doors and windows and the sections
marked Staff Only. It was a fair-sized area with the creepy
feel of a library but without the rows of shelves to hide behind. I
felt exposed, as if hidden eyes were studying me. It made my skin
crawl. I sauntered into the microfilm room to get away from it.

Two ladies were using the viewing machines.
One was older and had sneaked a bagel past security. She broke off
chunks in her pocket and discretely slipped them into her mouth.
The other was younger, pretty, but she wore pajama pants and a
messy ponytail like she just rolled out of bed. Both women were
intent on their research, but the nagging feeling of being watched
didn’t go away. It intensified.

Back in the reading room, Mike still stood by
the desk while the old man squinted at his computer and pecked
hesitantly at the keys. I blew out an impatient breath. This could
take a lot longer than we feared.

People were beginning to notice Mike now. He
was a spectacle most folks didn’t see everyday. Coupled with the
huge figure of Ranofur planted at the doorway like an X-Men action
figure come horribly to life, they probably thought he was some
B-list rock star who had brought along a bodyguard.

I wandered to a row of bookshelves located at
the far end of the room to remove myself from any more curious
glances. Browsing among the titles, I pulled out a volume on
Marshalsea Prison and sank onto a plush chair to flip through
it.

Time slowed to that dull crawl reserved for
math class or those apprehensive moments before parents dole out a
punishment. Eventually, Mike settled at one of the tables with a
document or two. Perhaps “settled” doesn’t really capture Mike in a
library. The phantoms of a thousand years of history infused him
with energy. He bounced worse than a kid on a treasure hunt—or a
sugar high—thrilled to bursting with his dusty old paper trail.
Elena joined him, put her head down, and promptly fell asleep.
Ranofur remained motionless by the door.

I still couldn’t shake the uncomfortable
feeling. I had noticed video surveillance equipment mounted in the
corner of the room, but that couldn’t account for the goose bumps
prickling all over my arms and neck. Peering over my book, I tried
to spot a staff member who might be giving me the librarian’s eye.
You know, pretending to be busy elsewhere but scrutinizing me as if
I might make off with a case of old parchments, like they’re such
hot items on eBay.

Finally, when Mike and the elderly staff
member were on their seventh or eighth document, I couldn’t take it
any longer. I felt like I was in a scholar’s prison. “I’m going
downstairs,” I told Ranofur as I left the room.

The uneasiness didn’t relent, but it took
less effort to ignore in the noise and commotion of the common
area. I snagged a sandwich and Coke from the restaurant and sat
down to eat where I could do some people-watching of my own.

A tour group was just entering the building.
They gathered around the welcome desk in their matching orange
shirts like pumpkins piled on a roadside stand. In the bookstore
across the lobby, a woman was arguing about a price that rang up on
the cash register. And next to me, a kid in his early twenties was
bolting down French fries as if they might walk away. Nobody looked
threatening or even remotely interested in me. I started to
relax.

A glance at my watch showed that lunch had
killed thirty minutes. I stood up and stretched, wondering how much
longer Mike would take and devising strategies to keep from dying
of boredom when I hit on a brilliant idea. I’d find a place to
practice my swordsmanship.

I tried the restroom first. It was crowded
and noisy, but it had plenty of room to maneuver. If only I could
find an empty one… I ducked back outside and checked a map. Yup,
there was another located on the third floor that was bound to be
less busy.

I jogged up the steps, breezing through the
checkpoint once again, and continued up the next flight. The
bathrooms were in a remote corner. Inside, I checked under all the
stalls to make sure I was alone, then I pulled the trashcan in
front of the door. It wasn’t heavy enough to hold it closed, but I
wouldn’t be caught unaware if someone were to join me. Finally, I
drew my sword.

It was a tight fit with my arms extended, but
if I moved with precision I could manage. I held the weapon in high
guard position, aiming purposefully at the electric hand dryer. Had
it chosen that moment to attack, it would have been dead. Next, I
eased into the middle guard, swinging carefully to avoid the metal
bathroom stalls.

I felt my confidence rising. It was my third
practice session and I was learning how to move smoothly from one
position to the next. I could slash and parry, and my arms didn’t
shake quite as badly as they used to. I watched myself admiringly
in the mirror and made a mental note to challenge Ranofur to a
sparring match. If only my buddies back home could see this…

There wasn’t enough ceiling clearance for the
high rear position, so I swept the blade into front low and barely
scraped the tip along the tiles. It left a three-inch gouge.
“Dang,” I whispered, relaxing the sword and peering down at the
mark. “Maybe I better ask Ranofur for a sheath before I cut my foot
off.”

At that moment, the trashcan rattled. I
leaped into a stall and swung the door shut behind me. Crouched on
the edge of the seat, I waited impatiently as whoever it was hummed
a verse of “God Save the Queen” and took his time at his business.
When the toilet automatically flushed beneath me, I nearly lost a
limb.

Finally, after three more verses, the other
toilet flushed. Water ran in the sink. The hand dryer sprang to
life. When it died away, I waited, listening. The room was silent.
The fellow must have walked out before the dryer cycle ended.

I stepped onto the floor and lifted the latch
on the door.

“I see you, Davy Jones, the One of Two
Names.”

I froze, the blood turned to ice in my
veins.

“I know who you are,” the voice came again.
It was soft, conversational. “I’ve been watching you roam the
building since you arrived.”

A wave of heat rushed up from my knees and
sent my blood roaring through my body. I could hear it galloping
through my ears. Was whoever—or whatever—waited outside the door a
friend or foe?

I hesitated, uncertain what to do. I hoped my
visitor would just go away, but those odds seemed depressingly low.
“Wh-Who are you?” I stammered.

“Why don’t you come out here and see for
yourself?”

I didn’t like the sound of that. Anyone with
good intentions would announce them right away. Most likely,
whatever stood outside was preparing to break though my door any
second. I vowed not to wait for that to happen.

Sword poised, I kicked my way out of the
stall. I don’t know what I expected to find. A Swaug, perhaps.
Maybe another Churkon, or some new perpetrator of evil. Instead,
the grandfatherly archives worker leaned against the sink and gave
me a disarming smile. My sword slipped just a little.

The old man pulled out a comb and, with the
unhurried pace of the elderly, tugged a fringe of long hair from
one side of his bald spot to the other. Then he pulled off his
glasses and began wiping them with a soft cloth. He held my gaze in
the mirror. Without his lenses, his eyes burned with an unearthly
gleam.

“Such a young man,” he lamented, shaking his
head. “They should have given your task to someone with a bit more
experience.”

I tightened my grip on the sword. “What do
you want with me?”

“Me? I don’t want anything,” he replied
innocently. “But I know someone who’s very interested in what
you’ve been up to today.”

The man’s eyes tightened to slits. His smile
stretched into a grotesque leer, and the skin of his face bulged
into a mass of sagging, mottled flesh. I staggered backward as his
shoulders swelled like mountains, ripping out of the twill suit
coat. Mangy hair sprang from the creature’s body, and fangs
protruded from a gaping hole in its face. From its fingertips shot
jagged, eight-inch blades.

I charged for the door, but the creature
sprang at me, swiping with one lethal hand. My arm blocked the blow
instinctively, and my Schmiel glove took the brunt of it, but I was
knocked off balance and thrown across the room. Gaining my feet, I
parried his next attack with my blade. The sharp ring of steel on
steel echoed through the bathroom. The creature leaped again,
raking the air with both hands. A mighty arc of my sword knocked it
aside and sliced through a metal stall divider.

The monster crawled to its feet and laughed—a
low, raspy sound devoid of humor. “You surprise me, Jones. I
thought you’d be easier prey. You have determination if not skill.
But I’ve been sent to see that your mission remains unfulfilled,
and I intend to carry out my duty.” With a deafening battle cry, it
launched itself high into the air. I dove out of the way and it
crashed through the damaged stall.

Shaking itself off, the creature advanced
with slow and steady steps. I retreated, inching deeper into the
bathroom with my sword at middle high guard. It leaped again, and I
hacked wildly, without thought. Claws and blade engaged. I caught
another raking blow down the length of my Schmiel glove and into
the unprotected flesh near my elbow. I slashed and parried, rushed
and retreated. Adrenaline gave me strength.

The mirror shattered. Another divider
collapsed. The sink ripped from the wall and smashed through the
tiles. Water gushed from severed pipes and flowed under my feet. My
style wasn’t pretty, but I kept the monster at bay.

The sword, however, was growing heavier and
heavier. A stream of red soaked the arm of my sweatshirt, and my
breath came in gulping pants. I could not keep this up forever.

The monster tensed to spring again,
skittering on shards of glass. As it left the ground, I gave the
nearest stall door a mighty swing. It collided with the monster’s
face. Unfortunately, the backlash knocked the sword from my hand
and sent me sprawling against a toilet. I rested there, sucking in
great gulps of air and fighting down a rising panic.

Where were the others, I wondered briefly.
Had the noise of our battle not reached the quiet reading
rooms?

I had to rise. I had to act while the beast
was still dazed. But even as I recognized the thought, I heard a
rustle. The monster had come to.

It growled, a low vibration that carried
across the bathroom floor like the rumble of a distant engine.
“This is the end, Jones,” it threatened. “You’ve nowhere to run,
nowhere to hide. I will find you and end your life.”

I heard only the gurgle of flowing water.
Then the peace was shattered by the powerful, metallic crash of a
stall door. A second crash followed. The monster was kicking in the
doors systematically, searching for me. When it reached the fifth
stall, I was dead.

I cowered, listening to the third crash.
Maybe if I curled up tight enough the door would land on me, hide
me, buy me precious seconds.

A fourth crash.

I could see the monster’s hairy feet poised
before my stall. I cringed with dreadful anticipation.

Suddenly, the door to the restroom exploded
open. I heard a rapid whirring noise followed by a deafening roar.
Then a stream of green goo mixed with the water and flowed away to
the drain in the center of the floor.

“Taylor, where are you?” Ranofur
bellowed.

“I’m here,” I moaned.

Elena rushed through the door in time to
watch Ranofur lift me from the rubble. I’m always one to make a
stunning impression on women. “Taylor!” she cried.

“He’s okay,” Ranofur assured her. “Just a
gash on the arm.” He ripped away the sleeve of my sweatshirt and
used it to bind up the wound.

“When we heard the crashing—” she began.
“Where’s your sword?”

I jerked my head toward the corner.

“What happened?” Ranofur asked.

“It was the staff member, the one who was
helping Mike. He followed me up here and—” I shivered. “He said he
was sent to take me out.”

Ranofur frowned. “An assassin. It seems word
about you spread quickly.” He set me on my feet. “Can you
walk?”

I was dripping, exhausted, and disheveled,
but in one piece. I nodded.

“Good.” He picked up a wicked throwing blade,
rinsed off the goo, and tucked it in his shirt. “Let’s go find
Mike.”

“Mike,” I snorted with utter disdain. Once
again I’d had to borrow someone else’s guardian angel.

We elicited a few odd looks as we exited the
bathroom. I wondered what story they’d come up with to explain away
the noise and damage.

Ranofur studied me closely. “Mike deserves
your respect just as much as I do.”

“Mike’s a dork,” I retorted. “Where was he
when I was fighting Gramps in the bathroom?”

“Gathering the information we need,” Ranofur
countered. “If you haven’t noticed, he’s contributed more to this
mission than any of us so far.”

“By plunking away at computer keys? Burying
his nose in old records?” I scoffed. “He’s a complete loser.”

Elena stood by silently as Ranofur stopped,
turning me to face him. “I have a deep respect for places like
this, for knowledge and lore, for men with Mike’s brilliance. I
know you admire what I do,” he said, “but I’m nothing compared to
those who learn and build and create. My greatest talent is
destruction.”

“You keep us safe,” I protested.

He nodded. “Safety is a basic necessity. I
had to remind Mike of that after we met the Swaug. But safety is
only the foundation on which civilization can flourish. We need
people and angels like Mike. They are the ones who bring beauty to
our world.”

We started walking again. I felt like a
little kid chastised by a schoolteacher. I stuck my chin out
stubbornly. “I still think he’s a geek.”

Ranofur smiled. “He does have a few odd
tendencies.”

We found Mike in the reading room. “Great
news!” he exclaimed when he spotted us. “I located Swain! He wasn’t
hung for piracy after all. That nice elderly gentleman helped me
find several—” He glanced around the room in confusion. “Say,
where’d he go?”
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Angels and Karaoke Don’t Mix

 


Ranofur dragged Mike from the reading room
and through the downstairs lobby. “They’re on to us.”

Mike’s eyes grew round as I summed up the
party in the bathroom. He was going to drop off some money at the
welcome desk to cover damages, but Ranofur stopped him. “Mail it to
them later. We can’t leave further evidence that we’ve been
here.”

The cat cage hadn’t grown while we were in
the archives. We crammed in and Ranofur peeled out of the parking
lot. That is, if a three-wheeled chirp qualifies as a peel.

“They outwitted us,” Mike admitted in
disbelief. “That fellow was planted in the archives. Somehow they
knew we were on Swain’s trail.”

“Not necessarily,” Elena countered as she
patched up my arm with a first aid kit Mike had provided. There
wasn’t much we could do with my lopped off sleeve. “He may have
been working there for years, just in case someone ever came
searching.”

“She’s right,” I agreed. “He didn’t even know
my real name. He called me Davy. He was just assuming I was the one
from the prophecy after you asked the right questions.”

Ranofur eased off on the gas slightly. “If
you’re right, we may not be in as much danger as I feared.”

“Let me tell you what I discovered while you
were engaged.” Mike snapped back into library mode the same way he
switched traffic lanes. “Swain was apprehended in 1693, taken to
Newgate Prison in London, tried at the Old Bailey courthouse next
door, and convicted of the murder of someone named Samuel
McClintock in a drunken brawl.”

“The Tyburn Tree?” Ranofur guessed. He was
leaning so far forward to clear the roof of the car that his nose
almost touched the glass.

“Yes!”

“What’s that?” Elena and I asked it
together.

Ranofur glanced in the rearview mirror. “It
was a triangular gallows huge enough to accommodate twenty-four
men. Tyburn was synonymous with capital punishment in England for
centuries.”

Elena whistled through her teeth. “Sounds
like hanging used to be the national sport.”

“I wish I could find out exactly what
happened,” Mike declared. “How he got to Hades. What transpired
there.” He sighed. “I suppose those are things we’ll never
know.”

“Well, the day wasn’t a total loss,” I
quipped. “I managed to live through an assassination attempt. And
now we have some destinations in mind for another high-speed
tour.”

No one laughed.

“We weren’t careful enough today,” Ranofur
said. “We should have expected something like this. After all, the
archives is the only logical place we could go to for
information.”

“Not the only place,” Mike said, pulling out
his laptop. “I haven’t forgotten about my contact. Let me see what
he was able to dredge up.” His fingers did their magic and Mike was
soon reading through a long email. His mouth dropped and he laughed
out loud. “This is it! This is the breakthrough we need!”

Ranofur looked sideways at him. “Are you
going to tell us today or make us wait overnight again?”

Mike was dancing in his seat. “Morgen’s of
London didn’t go out of business in 1810 as we thought. It simply
changed its name. Several times. The most recent is Ivy Intrepid,
which is currently active in London. And the man still running the
business?” he paused for dramatic effect.

We all said it. “Bartholomew Swain.”

Mike slapped his thigh and let out his best
“Yee-ha!”

“How is that even possible?” Elena asked.
“Wouldn’t people become suspicious of Swain after, say, his first
two life spans?”

“The business has been headed by a number of
names. Whether these were Swain’s aliases or men under his control
is unclear and irrelevant. Swain has been running things, all
right.”

“So what do we do now?”

“We need to find out what he’s up to. Why has
he been hiding this company for so many years? What’s going on
inside? It’s still in London, but we need a full address—” Mike
began typing.

“Do you mean to go there?” I asked in
disbelief.

“Of course. Online investigation will only
tell us what they want the public to know.”

“Do you think that’s wise?” Ranofur asked.
“They’ll be expecting us, just like at the archives.”

“But that’s the beauty of it,” Mike exalted.
“They won’t! There’s no way we could have linked the company to
Swain without unearthly help. They’ll never suspect we know what we
know. We can scope out the company, find out when shifts change,
maybe figure out a way inside.”

“Tomorrow,” Elena said. It was more than a
suggestion. “We need a night off. It’s already four o’clock, and I
am looking forward to a bubble bath and clean clothes.” She looked
about as fresh as if she’d been dunked in a swamp and left on the
floor for three days.

“That’s the best idea I’ve heard since I left
Jersey,” I seconded. “I’m whipped.”

“I’ve already got the place pulled up on
Google Maps,” Mike objected. “We can just run over and take a look
around. It won’t take any time at all.”

“Mike,” I said, folding my arms across my
chest and trying to sound like my father. “In the last three days,
I’ve been sucked through a floor, attacked by a Swaug, flown across
the Atlantic, and chased by a Churkon. I’ve hiked eight miles,
eaten unidentifiable food, ridden three hours in a live trap, and
been targeted by a demonic assassin. We are taking the evening
off.”

Ranofur cleared his throat. “If we are going
to do this, I think we should go tonight. We don’t know how long it
will be before our presence at the archives will be discovered. We
should get in and out of London quickly to throw any trackers off
our scent.”

Elena slouched in the seat, pouting. “Oh, all
right,” she relented, “but I’m doing this under protest.” It was
easy to argue with Mike, but when Ranofur spoke, that was something
else altogether.

Ranofur peeked at me in the mirror. “Taylor?
This is your mission.”

I worried my lip. A couch and a TV sure
sounded awesome… “Okay, here’s the deal. We go to Swain’s place and
learn what we can. But first, you guys are taking us out for
American food.”

“Fair enough.” Mike snapped his computer shut
with a mischievous glint in his eyes. “I know just the place.”

****

The Branding Iron Steak House hurt my eyes.
Located in a touristy part of London, it had more neon lights than
the Vegas strip. Most of them were in the shape of saddles, boots,
and horses. I could hear tinny piano music blaring through the
closed doors. “What is this place?” I asked.

“A little bit of Americana in England,” Mike
answered.

We pushed through a pair of swinging doors
and found a large room styled like a tavern from the Wild West. A
long bar ran across one side, complete with a high cabinet filled
with glasses. The walls were decorated with ropes and wagon wheels
and the long, curving horns of Texas steers. A bulletin board in
the doorway held pictures of every customer who managed to consume
and hold down a five pound steak.

When a waiter flurried past, wearing jeans, a
vest, and a holster, I smirked. “We’d better sit down before
someone mistakes Mike for the help.”

“A table for four?” asked the hostess. She
counted out menus and led us to a table at the edge of a wooden
dance floor. “Enjoy your meal.”

“Line dancing and Karaoke start at six,” Mike
told us, rubbing his hands together in anticipation.

“Oh, no. We are so not doing that,” I
insisted.

Elena was eyeing the place with interest.
“Oh, come on, Taylor. It could be fun.”

“Are you crazy?” I asked. “Remember the
Michael Jackson moves?”

“No one knows us here,” she shrugged.
“Besides, this was your idea.”

“My idea?”

She grinned. “You wanted American.”

Ranofur sat down in a chair that creaked
ominously beneath him. “We can’t do any surveillance till after
dark. Might as well stay and enjoy ourselves.”

I dropped my head into my hands with a groan.
I was outnumbered.

“Howdy, folks,” a waitress addressed us. Her
British accent gave the phrase a whole new twist. “Can I getcha
somethin’ to wet yer whistle?”

“I’ll take a Coke,” I said. Elena and Ranofur
ordered the same.

“I’d like an ice water on the rocks with a
slice of lemon,” Mike added.

The waitress raised her eyebrows and looked
Mike up and down. “Livin’ on the wild side?” She winked. “Be right
back with those.”

When she returned, she nodded toward my
sleeve. “What happened? You get in a knife fight?”

I grimaced. “Something like that.”

We placed our orders and she hustled away to
the kitchen. As we waited for our food, the tinny piano music
changed to current country western hits. A pair of young women
turned out on the floor and began performing a synchronized dance
routine.

“I still can’t get over it,” Mike said,
almost to himself. “I was certain Swain would have been taken for a
pirate. Or maybe for a slaver, though that wasn’t made a capital
offense till the 1820s.”

“Hold on a minute. Back up the train,” Elena
said, giving Mike her full attention. “Swain was a slaver?”

Mike looked up in surprise, like he didn’t
realize he had spoken out loud. “Mere speculation, but it suits his
personality. And I find it coincidental that his company changed
their image so soon after England outlawed the slave trade in
1807.”

“In that case, Morgen’s was well-named.”
Elena spat. Her eyes flashed, and her lips pulled back from her
teeth in a snarl. Even in her most biting moments I’d never heard
such an edge of bitterness in her voice. “Swain couldn’t have
picked a more appropriate mascot of death. I wonder if my
grandmother’s people were on his ships.”

I had forgotten that part of her heritage.
She had become just Elena—with all her attitude and that something
that made her likeable anyway—not a list of nationalities.

“What are you looking at?” she asked
directing all her venom at me. “Do you know, Davis, you are the
only person I’ve ever seen order a hot dog at a steakhouse?”

Did I say likeable?

“It was a chili dog,” I protested, “and it
was on the menu.”

“It’s just plain wrong.”

I sighed. Our food came. The chili dog was
awesome.

Mike leaned back with a contented burp and
pushed his empty plate away. “Now, my friends, it’s time to do a
little boot scootin’.” He tugged his battered hat low over his
forehead and headed for the dance floor with what I think was
supposed to be a jaunty swagger. Things got worse from there.

Karaoke had already started. As a new singer
took the stage, my guardian angel joined a handful of dancers
queuing up on the floor and jumped right in. One thing about Mike,
he isn’t shy. And he was easy to pick out in his bright costume.
Red boots stomping, purple jeans flashing, and tassels flying, he
was like a parrot in a cage full of sparrows.

Like a parrot assaulting a cage full of
sparrows.

When the dancers slid left, Mike jumped
backwards. When the line moved forward, Mike spun in a circle. He
whooped and hollered and threw in so many extra loose-kneed steps,
I think some folks figured he was paid entertainment. By the time
the song ended, he had the whole crowd cheering for him.

As Ranofur looked on, calmly chewing the last
few bites of his steak, I hid my face in my hands. “That is
something I hope I never have to witness again.”

Elena raised her eyebrows. “Think you can do
better?”

“I don’t even know what he did.”

“Let me guess,” she drawled, “they don’t
dance in Jersey?”

“Not like that.”

She grabbed me by my good arm and dragged me
onto the floor. “We do in Montana.”

I found myself deposited into the middle of a
moving, twisting block of humanity. “Just do what everyone else
does,” she instructed. I tried. I really did, but about the time I
figured out the steps, the song was done. Elena was a natural, of
course—fluid and graceful. I’m afraid I made Mike look good.

“Just try one more,” she pleaded as I tried
to exit. She was really into this stuff.

I looked up, up—those boots gave her two
extra inches—into her brown eyes. I was such a sucker. “All right,
one more,” I sighed.

I danced four more. It was even kind of fun.
But when Mike got behind the microphone and started belting out
Terri Clark’s “Easy on the Eyes,” I put my foot down. “That’s it.
We’re out of here.” I approached the table. “Ranofur, can you do
something about this?”

When Mike wailed to a halt, Ranofur collected
him by the scruff of the neck and directed him offstage. To my
eternal relief, darkness had fallen outside.

It didn’t take us long to reach Swain’s
building. Ivy Intrepid could have been a printer or a dentist’s
office. It was an obscure, one-story structure with a tiny sign out
front that gave no indication whatsoever as to the nature of the
business. We drove past, turned around, and parked a block away.
Ranofur fished in his jacket and pulled out a pair of field
glasses.

I sat forward eagerly in my seat. “What do
you see?”

“Nothing yet,” he told me. “Sit back and
relax. Reconnaissance takes patience.” He handed me a book of
Sudoku. I held it up to the gleam of a streetlight. “What’s
this?”

“Fit the digits one through nine into every
row and column without repeating any of them.”

“But that will take forever,” I
protested.

He smiled meaningfully.

“Ah, right,” I said.

After an hour and a half, Ranofur judged the
coast was clear. “There’s no one coming or going,” he announced.
“Let’s take a closer look.”

He started the car and parked behind the
office. The alley was dark and creepy, every window a hollow,
staring eye. I double-checked the makeup case in my pocket.

“This is where we enter,” Ranofur whispered.
He fished out his pick and attempted to jimmy the lock. After a few
minutes, he shook his head. “It’s no good. It must have a deadbolt.
Mike and I will go in and open it up.”

Before we could protest, the two angels had
disappeared through the wall of the building. “That is so cool!” I
blurted out.

“Shh!” Elena scolded with a glance around the
alley. We stepped further back into the shadows. I pulled my arms
inside my sweatshirt and rocked back and forth in an effort to stay
warm.

“What’s taking them so long?” Elena muttered
after three or four minutes.

The door popped open and Ranofur waved us
inside. “Sorry,” he whispered. “This place is equipped with a
top-of-the-line alarm system. It took Mike a few minutes to figure
out how to shut it down. Seems like Swain doesn’t want any
unauthorized visitors.”

We found ourselves in an employee lounge in
the back of the building. Mike swung a flashlight in a low arc. A
fridge and microwave hunkered together in one corner, beside a sink
holding a selection of dirty coffee mugs. Against the outside wall
slouched a beater couch, one end of which was littered with
magazines and old newspapers. Three vinyl chairs with most of their
stuffing ripped out hid beneath an antique metal table overflowing
with cigarette butts.

“Nice place,” Elena said. “Looks like Swain’s
interior decorator hit some garage sales on the way over.”

The décor improved somewhat as we passed into
a hallway of offices. I continued on to the public end of the
building. Light filtering in through the windows showed fake
plants, industrial carpeting, and indestructible furniture. It
looked identical to a hundred other lobbies I’d been in, but it
gave no clues to the company’s products or services.

“What do they do here?” I wondered out
loud.

Mike was picking through a stack of papers on
the receptionist’s desk. “Looks like Ivy Intrepid handles internet
sales of edgy marine products. Personal underwater propulsion
devices, underwater video cameras, underwater communication
systems, that type of thing.” He tossed a product magazine my
way.

I flipped through it. “That’s all? I thought
Swain would be more diabolical than this.”

Ranofur emerged from one of the offices. “I’m
finding the same,” he said. “Product lists, receipts, sales logs,
customer information. I also found a line of geological products:
metal detectors, seismographic indicators, even mining equipment.
It appears Swain has a strong interest in water and
land.”

“It’s a front for his real activities,” Mike
insisted. “It has to be. Why would he care about this stuff?” He
snatched away the magazine and tossed it back on the desk.

“Let’s split up,” Elena suggested. “Each of
us take a room. We’ll scour this place from top to bottom. Look for
secret drawers, hidden ledgers, anything out of the ordinary.”

“But be careful not to let your light show
through the windows,” Ranofur cautioned as he handed Elena and me
each a flashlight. “And leave no trace. We don’t want Swain to know
we’ve been here.”

I entered the office next to the lounge and
drew the blinds. Then, with careful precision, I removed the
contents from each desk drawer and stacked it in piles. I ran my
hands along the insides of each drawer. I pulled the drawers out
and checked inside the desk. Then I sifted carefully through the
contents.

“Hey!” I exclaimed, examining a memo printed
on company letterhead. “I’ve seen this logo before.” I brought it
out to show the others. “Do you guys recognize this?” I asked,
pointing to a triangle with a dolphin inside.

“Sure,” Elena answered. “It’s the same symbol
that was carved on the crypt in Luxet.”

Mike snapped his fingers. “You’re right! I
wonder what it means.”

Elena shrugged. “A dolphin for the nautical
half of the business, a triangle for the geological?”

“It means that the same fellow who started
this company purchased grave markers for his parents,” Ranofur
said. “We already knew that.”

We stared at the logo under the wavering
yellow beam. “You’re probably right,” Mike admitted. “Keep
looking.”

I put the memo back in the drawer it came
from and sifted through the remaining piles. When the desk was in
order, I moved to the pictures on the walls. The plaster behind
them…the backing of each frame…nothing seemed out of the ordinary.
I searched meticulously through a low bookcase, removing each item
and shaking out its pages. My only discovery was a bookmark from
Windsor Castle.

I checked the bathroom last. It held a
toilet, a sink, and a large wooden cabinet. Pulling open the
cabinet door, I found toilet paper, paper towels, a few cleaning
products, and several shelves of office supplies. It was a rather
odd place to store extra copy paper, but then the office was rather
small.

After leaving the office, I helped Ranofur
ransack the employee lounge. We moved on to a dank, tiny basement
but turned up nothing of interest. Finally, tired and sweaty, we
met Elena and Mike in the lobby. “Find anything?” Ranofur
asked.

Mike looked crestfallen. “Absolutely
nothing,” he mourned. “We’ve just wasted several hours. There’s
nothing here.”

“He’s slick,” Elena said. “Whatever Swain’s
up to, he’s hidden it well. We might as well check into a hotel for
the night—what’s left of it, anyway.”

No one had a better suggestion. We moved
toward the door in a gloomy pack. “Give me a few minutes,” I
requested. “All those Cokes I drank are finally catching up to
me.”

“We’ll meet you in the lounge,” Ranofur
said.

I’d seen a public restroom off the lobby, one
of those single unisex rooms. But the bathroom off the office I’d
searched was closer. “I’ll just be a sec,” I said, closing myself
inside.

 

Afterward, I washed my hands, dried them with
a paper towel, and tossed it into the empty trash can. Then I
thought better of it. What if whoever used the office happened to
notice the crumpled towel? Chances were slim that anyone would
conclude the office had been broken into, but with the enemies I’d
faced, I didn’t want to risk any questions. I bent to retrieve the
towel.

That’s when I noticed it.

The cabinet stood next to the waste basket.
As I leaned over, my light flickered across an odd smudge on the
floor. Peering closer, I observed it was a scrape mark worn into
the tile. It was short and arching, as if the cabinet had swung
away from the wall and caught in that one spot. As if the cabinet
had opened.

The towel forgotten, I peered behind the
cabinet. It was so tight against the wall a piece of paper couldn’t
have slipped behind it. I tried to move it but it was stuck fast.
This was a job for someone stronger than me.

“Ranofur!” I called softly down the hall.
“Come here. I think I found something.”

All three of my companions rushed into the
office. “In here,” I said and showed them the scrapes in the tile.
“Do you think you can move it?”

Ranofur’s massive arms wrapped around the
cabinet. It creaked and groaned but held fast. “It’s fastened to
the wall.”

“There has to be a way,” Mike mused,
examining the marks. “It’s opened many times before.”

Elena already had the cabinet door ajar and
was removing items one by one. “We just have to find the
catch.”

As she emptied shelves, I felt along the
smooth wood grain of each one, running my hand up and down the
sides and under the shelf above. I found no irregularities. Ranofur
explored the top shelves. Mike inspected the varnished
exterior.

We were down to the very last shelf. Elena
knelt and pulled out a spray bottle and several cleaning products.
Then she grabbed the handle of a toilet plunger lying on the floor.
“It won’t pull free,” she said, dropping to her hands and knees to
peer under the shelf. She tugged at it again. “It’s attached at the
wall.” She gave it an upward jerk and we heard the click of a latch
giving way.

We exchanged eager grins and backed up
expectantly as Mike eased the cabinet forward. It caught on the
tile then swung outward without a sound.

Behind it yawned the black mouth of a hidden
room.

 



 



Episode 4

 


Lesson #13

Even Line Dancing Is Preferable to the
Tyburn Jig

 


“Weapons ready,” Ranofur whispered. I plunged
my hand into my pocket and held my breath as I followed him through
the darkened doorway.

The beams of our flashlight flickered eerily
in the pitch black room, creating shadows that darted across the
walls like living things. I don’t know if I expected mounds of
treasure, dungeons, or armed resistance, but we found none of
those. We had stumbled upon a simple boardroom.

The room was plain but orderly. One entire
wall held shelves of cardboard boxes, which were braced on one end
by a pair of filing cabinets. In the middle of the room, directly
under a hanging lamp, sat a rectangular folding table. The top was
strewn with piles of loose-leaf papers and with larger documents
that were rolled up in tubes. Mike set his light down so he could
sift through them with both hands.

Elena and I moved on to a bulletin board hung
with an antiquated map of the world. America stretched only to the
Mississippi River, with much of the continent still a vast white
emptiness. Antarctica wasn’t even plotted yet. In the margins, I
could barely discern notes scribbled in faded ink.

“What do you think all these circles are
for?” I asked, indicating the marks scattered across the paper.
There were two in the Atlantic Ocean, five in Europe, several on
the eastern coast of Africa, and dozens circling the Pacific.

“I bet they’re volcanoes,” Elena stated. “We
had a similar map hanging in our science room when we studied plate
tectonics last year.”

“Huh. I wouldn’t have taken Swain for a
vulcanologist. Why do you suppose he crossed so many out?”

She shrugged and tapped at what may have been
Oregon. “Maybe he finally found what he was looking for. This is
the only one marked with red Sharpie.”

I clicked a picture of the map with my
iPod.

“Kids, come here,” Mike urged. “Look at
this!”

He spread out a blueprint of what appeared to
be a ship, but I’d never seen anything like it. “What is it? Plans
for another Ivy Intrepid product?”

“I don’t think you can buy one of these on
the internet,” Mike guessed.

Ranofur studied the drawing with a somber
expression. “It appears to be some sort of experimental underwater
vessel.”

“Swain built a submarine?” I gaped.

“I think he’s built dozens,” Mike said,
dropping a stack of papers in front of us. We flipped through page
after page of fantastic sketches that could have come from the
pages of a Jules Verne novel.

“Do you think any of these really worked?” I
asked, clicking pictures furiously.

“Without a doubt,” Mike said, pointing out a
few more recent plans and some photographs as well. “The theory of
submarine travel was developed by an Englishman named William
Bourne in 1580, and the first successful vessel made a journey down
the Thames River just forty years later. Somewhere along the line,
it appears Swain took an interest and became involved in making
improvements.”

Ranofur still studied the original plan.
“This is smaller than a military submarine, but it has a similar
propulsion system.” He pointed out some features that made no sense
to me.

“Why?” Elena asked. “Is he going to start a
war? Blow something up? Interfere with shipping lines?”

“I don’t know,” Ranofur admitted. “I don’t
see any weapons, but the design has an unusually large cargo area
that appears subdivided into scores of berths.”

Elena’s face drained of color. “A
slaver?”

Ranofur could give no answer.

“What’s behind it?” I asked, noting the
paperclip in the corner.

“Another design,” Mike said, flipping to it.
“A small, shallow boat, probably portable.”

I took a dozen more pictures. Then Elena hit
the filing cabinets while Ranofur and I moved on to the boxes
lining the shelves. They were full of gadgets, possibly prototypes
of the products sold by Ivy Intrepid.

Elena’s low whistle soon filled the room.
“Hey guys, you better come look at this.”

“What have you got?” Mike asked.

“This cabinet holds files on submarine
technology and more of what we’ve already seen. But this one,” she
indicated the one on the left, “is filled with geographical
information. Maps of the world’s oceans, major rivers, mountain
ranges, and file after file on individual volcanoes.” She lifted
one out. “All of them stamped ‘Negative’ except this one.”

Mike spread the contents on the table.
“Topographical maps, satellite images, seismographic information,
clips of the 1980 eruption,” he listed.

“1980?” I mused. “Hey, wait a second!” Elena
smirked and flipped over the folder. I read the label out loud.
“Mount St. Helens.”

“Now look over here,” she said, leading the
angels back to the bulletin board on the wall. She flicked the red
circle. “Between the file and the map, Swain’s destination seems
clear enough, doesn’t it? We just have to figure out his game
plan.”

Mike narrowed his eyes. “I understand Swain’s
interest in oceans and marine products, but what is this sudden
passion for geology?”

“None of this is sudden,” Ranofur mentioned.
“The maps, the files, the submarines, they go back centuries.”

“Mount St. Helens,” I murmured thoughtfully.
“Do you think—?” I paused. “No way. No way!” I grabbed Mike’s arm.
“Do you think Swain found Findul?”

My three companions gave me their undivided
attention.

I was growing excited with the possibilities.
“Findul left to find a suitable location for a forge, right? What
if he decided on a volcano?”

Elena’s eyes began to sparkle, but Mike
stopped me. “Why would Swain be searching for Findul? He wants to
destroy the Tree of Life.”

“That’s what we’ve been assuming. But how do
we know that?” I asked. “The prophecy never mentions it.”

“Swain’s past encounter with the tree, his
acquaintance with its power, his marine interests, his submarine.
It just makes sense,” Mike persisted.

“All circumstantial,” I argued.

“What about Davy’s DVD?” Mike asked.

“What about it? The DVD told us nothing.”

Elena backed me up. “Swain wants power. If he
destroyed the tree, he’d bring about his own destruction. I think
Taylor’s right. He’s after the forge. He wants to control the fire,
the weapon that will bring about the end of the world.”

“Exactly!” I said with a note of triumph.

“You could be right,” Ranofur said
thoughtfully. He gestured to the blueprints and maps. “But what
about the submarine? It ties in better with Mike’s theory. Mount
St. Helens is landlocked.”

He had me there.

Mike flipped his laptop open immediately.
“Whatever Swain is planning, it’s not good. Taylor, snap pictures
of those blueprints and everything in this file,” he said,
beginning to type. “We need to bring them with us when we visit the
command center. I’m scheduling appointments with the brass
now.”

“You mean Heaven?” I gulped.

“Of course I mean Heaven. The brass doesn’t
live in London.”

“Me and Elena, too?”

“You and Elena, too. Ranofur, we need to
leave as soon as possible. Can you arrange transportation?”

“Oh, no,” Elena interrupted. “You can just
cancel those plans until tomorrow.”

“She’s right,” I said with a glance at my
watch. “It’s closer to morning than midnight. Don’t you guys ever
sleep?”

“We can,” Ranofur answered, “but, like food,
we don’t require it as frequently as you.”

“Well, Elena and I need eight hours,” I
pronounced.

Mike began to protest, but Elena and I stood
firm. When Ranofur took our side, he had to stand down. “All
right,” he sighed. “First thing tomorrow.”

We checked into a hotel, and I was sawing
logs within the hour. Mike let me sleep till noon before bursting
into my room. He set a McDonald’s bag on the bedside table and
threw a department store shopping bag at me.

“Wake up, Sleeping Beauty. Elena’s already
been out shopping this morning. She bought these for you and told
me to tell you to throw your old clothes away because they smell
like a locker room. Her words, not mine.”

“If they’re cowboy duds, I won’t wear them,”
I groused as I pulled a pillow over my head.

Mike yanked it away and smacked me with it.
“Wake up. We have an appointment with Nigel at two o’clock.”

“Who’s Nigel?” I yanked the blanket as high
as it would go and covered my face.

“You remember. The guy on the DVD. He’s my
boss. Come on, get up.” He ripped all the bedclothes off and pulled
them over the foot of the bed.

“All right, all right.” I pulled myself to a
sitting position and blinked blearily at him. “Oh no!” I croaked.
“Tell me I’m still dreaming.”

Mike stood before me dressed in a white
powdered wig, red embroidered jacket, and knee-length breeches. He
had so much lace tied around his throat it looked like he was being
strangled by a tablecloth.

He pulled himself up to his full height.
“This happened to be the peak of fashion in its day.”

“When was that? 1775? You look like George
Washington.”

“Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart,” he answered
proudly. “A most accomplished musician. It’s such a tragedy that he
died so young.”

“Are you going to wear that outside the
hotel?” My voice had a desperate pleading quality to it I’d never
heard before.

“Of course.”

I sighed. “Maybe we can tell people you’ve
just come off a movie set.”

I wolfed down my Big Mac and fries then
carried the shopping bag into the bathroom. A peek inside revealed
medium washed jeans, a zip-up black fleece, and even new socks and
underwear. I could have done without the T-shirt with Michael
Jackson’s face on it—very funny, Elena—but overall, the clothes
were pretty cool. I took my time in the shower. I was in no hurry
to leave with Mike in his freakish attire.

Elena looked me over appraisingly when I
joined the others in the hotel lobby. “You cleaned up okay, Davis.”
Then she smirked. “Took you long enough.”

“Yeah, thanks for the, uh—” I pulled at my
shirt and tried not to think of her picking out my
tighty-whities.

“You’re welcome.” She looked pretty okay,
too, in jeans and a graphic T-shirt. I was glad she had lost the
boots. At least she couldn’t rest her chin on top of my head
anymore.

“Are you kids all set?” Ranofur asked. Mike
was checking out at the main desk—and drawing every eye in the
place. His costume was worse than I remembered.

“Tell me he’s not wearing rouge,” Elena
grimaced.

“Can’t you just whisk us off to Heaven and
save us the pain of going out in public with him?” I begged the big
angel.

“Soon. We have to make one stop first.”

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Somewhere underground, I hope,” Elena
quipped.

“Mike wants to check out the location of the
Tyburn Tree.”

“For what?” Elena questioned. “If Swain, you
know, dropped his wallet or something, it’s long gone.”

Ranofur just shrugged his massive
shoulders.

Mike approached, his buckled shoes tapping on
the tile. “We have forty-five minutes till we’re due in Nigel’s
office. Let’s be off, shall we?”

A valet dressed in the blue uniform of the
hotel brought the car around and grinned broadly as he handed over
the keys. I’m not sure if he was laughing at Auntie Myrtle’s
Hand-Crocheted Cat Vests or at Mike. I couldn’t really blame
him for either. Swallowing the last shreds of my dignity, I
squeezed into the backseat.

Thanks to Mike’s ability to slip into
life-threateningly small places, we made good time, considering we
had to navigate one of the largest shopping districts in London.
“The Tyburn Tree was located west of the city on the London-Oxford
road,” he recited as he weaved through traffic, “right in the
middle of a crossroads. It was a powerful crime deterrent to see it
looming up on the horizon bigger than life.”

“Is it still standing?” I asked.

“No, it’s long since been removed, but the
site is marked with a round plaque.”

We parked in a lot at the entrance to Hyde
Park. “What’s the story on that thing?” I asked, nodding my head at
a huge, white, triple doorway to nowhere.

“That’s Marble Arch. It used to be the
ceremonial entrance to Buckingham Palace,” Mike said, “but it had
to be relocated when a new wing was added.”

We walked through the arch. The outside of
the monument was carved with angels and scrollwork and ancient
people. The sheer size was pretty impressive. “You really can see
it better at lower speeds,” Elena jested.

Mike led the way across a busy five-lane
carriageway to a concrete triangle where the main road merged with
a side street. A separate turn lane veered off the side road,
completing the traffic island’s third angle. Inlaid in the concrete
was a round stone marker about as big as a manhole cover that bore
the metal image of a cross. A massive crack split the circle into
unequal halves. Around the outside, blocky metal letters spelled
out THE SITE OF TYBURN TREE.

“That’s what we came here to see?” I asked,
totally unimpressed.

Mike was studying our surroundings. Hyde Park
stood on one side of us, its fountains merrily tinkling; buildings
dotted the other two sides. “I just want to see the layout again.
Maybe something will come to me.”

“You stay here and wait for it,” I said,
patting his shoulder. “I’m going to pop into a store or two.” Aside
from the Superbowl halftime stage, I couldn’t think of a single
place more conspicuous to stand than a London thoroughfare when
trying not to be seen with a dead German composer.

Elena followed me to a little storefront with
a hand-painted sign that read “The Hangman’s Noose.” We were
greeted by a rough-looking character with an unshaven chin and a
belly as round as a beach ball. He wore a white undershirt three
sizes too small and would have looked more appropriate selling hot
dogs on a New York street corner. He punched his chin at us.
“Alright, mate?”

“Hi.” Elena smiled. “We’re just looking.”

He grunted in reply.

We browsed the aisles, stopping now and again
to comment on some item. The shelves displayed your standard
tourist fare—Queen Elizabeth bobble-heads, bags of polished rocks
not native to London, greeting cards with bathroom humor that I
enjoyed more than Elena did, and a mini-gallows with stuffed
criminals hanging from it. I was favoring a travel mug suspended
from a noose-shaped hand strap when Elena lost interest. “Do you
have anything about the true history of the Tyburn Tree?” she asked
the proprietor.

“Sure.” Sensing a sale, he came out from
behind the counter and led Elena to a wall of books at the back of
the store. He highlighted a few titles. “The Terror of
Tyburn presents a general history of the gallows. Capital
Punishment Through the Ages gives it more of a political slant,
including laws that governed the practice. I have calendars,
artwork collections, cookbooks...”

Elena flipped through a few volumes. “Do any
of these contain information on the more notorious criminals who
died here?”

He drew her attention to the highest shelf.
“Jenny Diver, 1740, a famous female pickpocket and thief. Edmund
Campion, 1581, Catholic priest martyred for refusing to convert to
Anglicanism. Claude Duval, 1669, the gallant French highwayman who
won the hearts of the women he robbed. Jack Sheppard, 1724, who
escaped from prison four times, but alas, not the fifth.”

I was impressed. The fellow definitely knew
his stuff. On a whim, I asked, “Do you have record of any, uh,
unusual accounts?”

He thought for a minute. “You mean, like the
time the spectator stands collapsed, killing six people?”

I shrugged half-heartedly.

“Or,” he continued, “the time King Charles II
had the bodies of Oliver Cromwell and two others dug up and hanged
for beheading his father?”

I made a face. “Okay, that’s gross.”

“Or do you mean,” the man leaned closer and
lowered his voice, “really unusual accounts?”

He piqued my interest. “What have you
got?”

The man looked around as though he was afraid
of being overheard. Elena closed the book she was holding and gave
him her full attention.

“There’s a local legend,” he spoke in an
undertone, “about a fellow who couldn’t die.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can’t verify all of this, you understand.
But in the late sixteen hundreds, a fellow calling himself the Gray
Admiral was hung for murder. He dangled ten or fifteen minutes
before he finally stopped jigging. After being cut down with the
others, he was brought to the burial grounds where, according to
the sworn testimony of one of the gravediggers, he revived and
attacked the second digger, strangling him to death.”

“What happened?” Elena breathed.

“No one believed the fellow. He was put on
trial for the murder of his companion. It was assumed he tossed the
criminal’s body in the river and made the story up to cover his
tracks. A week or two later, a body was found in the Thames, which
sealed his fate. He was hung on the same gallows.

“The odd thing is,” he added, “the corpse in
the river was later proven to be a woman dressed in men’s
clothing.” He eyed us carefully. “But the body of the criminal was
never found.”


 



Lesson #14

You Can’t Catch a Troll with a Squirrel
Trap

 


The sound of traffic grew dim as Elena and I
exchanged significant glances. It was Swain. It had to be!

“Do you have that tale in print?” Elena
asked.

“Sure,” the man said. “I have a new shipment
of that book behind the counter. Would you like a copy?”

“Yes, please.”

I chose a hanging coffee mug in metallic
green and met Elena at the cash register. After paying for our
souvenirs, we departed the store in search of Ranofur and
Mozart.

“Can you believe our luck?” I asked. “What
are the odds we’d stumble onto that legend?”

“Mike is going to want to read this,” Elena
agreed, slapping the book against her palm.

He wasn’t hard to find. In fact, he was
sitting cross-legged on the plaque, right in the middle of
pedestrian traffic. Every thirty seconds or so he’d rotate ninety
degrees. Ranofur waited near the fountains with his arms
crossed.

“Mike!” I shouted, jogging over the
crosswalk. “You won’t believe what we found! While you were out
here doing, uh, whatever it is you’re doing, we tracked down the
information you wanted. We found the story of Swain’s
execution!”

That got his attention. He scrambled to his
feet. “Where?”

“It’s all right here in this book.” Elena
handed him her purchase.

Mike flipped it open and eagerly scanned the
pages. Then his face grew irritated and he closed the book. “Ha,
ha. Very funny. Joke’s on me.”

“There’s no joke,” I replied in
confusion.

“You gave me a book with empty pages.”

Elena snatched it from his hands. “Let me see
that.” She fanned the pages. There was nothing on them. “There must
have been a mistake at the printer,” she reasoned. “The guy said
this was a new shipment.”

“Wait! Go back!” I was looking around her
shoulder. “I thought I saw something.”

Elena fingered back several pages. “There!”
She found it and held it open.

The only phrase written in the entire book
was “Courtesy of the Gray Admiral.”

My back went rigid. “Where was this store?”
Mike asked in a strangled voice.

We both turned and pointed, but the Hangman’s
Noose was gone. In its place stood an empty storefront.

Mike spun in a tight circle, every muscle
tensed. “Ranofur!” he shouted. The big angel was beside us in an
instant. “We’re going to need that ride you arranged. Now!”

“Too late,” Elena shouted. “Look!”

Striding from the empty storefront and
stopping traffic was the most hideous beast I’d ever seen. Twelve
feet tall, obese, and wearing a white undershirt several sizes too
small, the creature looked fresh from some mountain troll trailer
park. Hair sprouted from the neck of its shirt and hung in limp
tangles from an oversized head. Fleshy rolls jiggled at every
ground-shaking step, and in its hand it dragged a spiked club.

“Your weapons!” Ranofur shouted.

We were way ahead of him. Before the giant
crossed the road, Elena had three bolts in its hide. They didn’t
even slow it down.

It roared, raised its club, and slammed it
into the center of the traffic island.

Pedestrians scattered in terrified waves, and
Ranofur rushed in with a quick blow of his mace. The troll was more
agile than it appeared. With a deft twist, it smashed the concrete
on which Ranofur had been standing. They danced in a dangerous
circle, dodging and swinging like two boxers in a lethal sparring
match. From across the street, Elena continued to pelt the monster
with bolts that had little effect on its leathery hide.

Mike, in an uncharacteristic show of bravado,
let loose with half a dozen throwing knives. The monster bawled
with pain and fury as its back sprouted into a giant pincushion. It
whirled to the attack and Mike, with careful aim, sent his final
knife plunging into its eye.

The creature staggered, squalling with agony,
and plucked the blade from its skull. He winged it in Mike’s
direction. It flew right at Elena, who batted it down with a
Schmiel-gloved hand. Unarmed, Mike fled to a row of Porta Johns at
the edge of the park and cowered in their shadow among a clutch of
horror-stricken onlookers. Meanwhile, Ranofur took advantage of the
moment to land several heavy thuds to the monster’s body.

The battle raged on as I stood frozen on the
sidewalk beside Elena, sword in hand.

“Aren’t you going to get in there and fight?”
she gasped as she loaded and fired in rapid succession.

Still I hesitated. The creature was enormous.
One blow from that club would send me into the next world. Elena,
who didn’t have to close with the enemy to utilize her weapon,
didn’t seem to share my concerns. “Get in there!” she shouted and
sent me sprawling into the street.

I gulped. The troll looked even bigger from
the pavement.

I stumbled to my feet, knees trembling, hands
sweating rivers of perspiration, and hovered just outside the range
of that club. Ranofur was a muscled tornado, twisting, dodging, and
attacking from the perimeter while the monster spun in a tight
circle, expending much less energy. It was a glorious display of
physical prowess. I watched at the edge of battle, awaiting my
moment.

When the monster turned its back, I gathered
my courage. With a mighty cry, I lunged toward the creature and
thrust my blade into its armpit. It answered with a blow so
forceful I thought it would cleave my blade in two. The sword
sailed into the park where it landed in the branches of a tree, and
I was flung back to the sidewalk next to Elena.

“Nice one, Davis,” she smirked.

Just then, Ranofur’s mace and the creature’s
club collided in a tangle of spikes. They clung together in an
immortal match of tug-of-war. Then the beast, with its superior
strength, wrenched the weapon from Ranofur’s hands.

“Fall back!” the angel shouted.

Elena and I turned tail and ran for the only
immediate shelter—Marble Arch. The two angels followed right behind
us. We met in a gasping, desperate band on the far side. The earth
trembled as the monster pursued with the plodding, assured steps of
one who knows its enemies are outmatched.

“What do we do?” I panted.

“Don’t let it catch you,” Mike breathed.

“Right. Thanks.”

The monster plunged its head around the side
of the monument. We scrambled into the first archway. The beast
appeared on the other side and swiped at us with a hand the size of
a dishwasher. We split up, darting in and out of the arches,
mixing, merging, and separating until the monster was dizzy with
rage. In a colossal display of impatience, he set a shoulder
against the monument and heaved.

“It’s going over,” Ranofur shouted. We
scrambled out of the way just as the magnificent marble structure
toppled onto its side.

“Follow me,” Mike called. “I have an
idea.”

As he ran, Mike ripped a swath of fabric off
his embroidered jacket. Then he tossed me the keys. “Start the
car.”

“Mike, we can’t outrun the thing in that
squirrel trap of yours.”

“We’re not going to outrun it,” he snapped.
“We’re going to blow it up.”

I didn’t question him.

When we reached the car, Mike wrenched open
the door to the gas tank and unscrewed the cap. “Elena,” he
ordered, “the cigarette lighter.” She ran to fetch it as I started
the engine. Mike fed the length of cloth into the tank, pulled it
out, and fed the other end in. “Hurry,” he urged.

The monster, fearing our escape, hastened his
steps.

Mike pressed the hot lighter to the
gasoline-soaked cloth, blew on it, and it erupted into flame. “Slam
it into gear and get out!” he shouted. “Quickly!”

We dove for cover as the little blue car, a
flaming rag hanging out of its gas tank, rolled toward the monster.
I sprawled behind a park bench just as the loudest noise I’ve ever
heard erupted twenty yards away.

Kaboom!

The blast ripped the bench out of the ground,
sent it and me tumbling across the grass, and broke every window on
the square. I watched a mushroom cloud of black smoke roil up into
the blue London sky as flaming debris landed around me. My coffee
mug hit the park bench, intact but trailing a severed, smoking
noose. Then, with a thunk that I felt rather than heard, a section
of the door landed beside me. I could just make out the scorched
and blackened letters tie Myrtle’s Hand-

The others popped out of their hiding places,
battered, but in once piece. “Is everyone okay?” Ranofur asked.

Elena and I both nodded. Elena picked up my
coffee mug and handed it to me. I grinned wryly. “Think I can get a
refund?”

Mike, his costume rumpled and grass-stained,
was gazing mournfully down at the smoking car door. Elena put a
comforting hand on his shoulder. “It died serving us well,” she
assured him.

“Our mission is proving quite a boon for the
automobile industry,” I remarked.

“Look there.” Ranofur gestured toward where
the monster lay slumped in a broken heap at the edge of the
park.

“Why didn’t it turn into green goo?” I
asked.

“It isn’t dead. Where’s the sword?”

I pointed up into the tree. Ranofur bolted.
As he reached the lowest branches, the monster staggered to its
feet, peered blearily about, and began limping toward the
street.

“Hurry!” Mike cried in alarm. “It’s getting
away!”

His shout spurred the troll on to greater
speed. T-shirt shredded, skin torn and smoking, it rolled across
the park in a lopsided trot, like refuse blown from an incinerator.
In a matter of seconds, it reached the Tyburn Tree marker and
lifted the stone.

Ranofur leaped from the tree, sword raised to
strike, but the monster was already being sucked into the hole,
swirling and stretching to fit. Just as the angel reached him, the
troll popped out of sight like water down a bathtub drain.

It had escaped with plenty to report to its
superior.


 


 Lesson
#15

Chariots Are a Sizzlin’ Ride

 


Ranofur bent over, catching his breath and
shaking his head in dismay. We hurried to join him. “How bad is
it?” Elena asked, alarm brightening her eyes.

“Bad,” Ranofur stated. “Within hours, Swain
will have our location and our mission. Any advantages stealth may
have granted are long gone. ”

Elena and I exchanged worried glances. “Guess
it’s a good time for a trip to Heaven,” I said.

“It will throw them off our trail
temporarily,” Ranofur agreed. He pulled himself upright and handed
over my sword.

I took it without much enthusiasm. My
beagle-footedness was manifesting itself in new ways. Time and time
again I had proven inadequate in battle. I was as bad as Mike.
Worse! At least he managed to take out one of the creature’s eyes.
I’d done nothing but shave off a little troll armpit hair before
I’d gotten myself and my weapon removed from the battlefield.

People were beginning to crawl out of their
hidey-holes. They mingled in the carriageway, discussing the
damaged streetscape. “Bet a story about an asteroid cluster breaks
on the news tonight,” Elena guessed. “I hope that thing didn’t
damage the arch beyond repair.”

“I’ll throw a little money at it when things
blow over,” Mike assured her. “Humans have become quite good at
recovering from natural disasters. If they only knew how many
weren’t natural at all…”

“Our ride is due in three minutes,” Ranofur
said, consulting a pocket watch. “We’re to meet in the park.”

He led the way past the crowds, past the
fountains. Elena joined him, and he flung a heavy arm around her
shoulders in a squeeze of approval. They looked so right together,
both tall, well-formed, and beautiful. Both so capable. I trailed
behind feeling useless and unimportant, followed by my absurd
guardian in his shabby costume. I supposed we were adequately
matched, after all.

My mood picked up considerably when a flaming
chariot drawn by two white horses blazed across the sky and landed
near the parking lot. A small figure dressed in a World War I
flight jacket, helmet, and goggles climbed from the inferno.
Raising his goggles to the top of his head, he scowled heavily.
“So, what are you waiting for? Climb in already, before the
Churkons discover us.”

“Q!” Mike shouted, running to meet the
newcomer and pumping his hand.

“That’s our ride?” I shouted.

“Sure is.” Ranofur smiled, guiding us toward
the chariot. “Kids, meet one of the best agents I’ve ever had the
pleasure of working with. Quinset, this is Mike and Elena.”

“It’s nice to meet you, sir,” Elena said. I
murmured a hello and looked the little driver over carefully. The
top of his head reached only to my shoulder.

“Sure, sure,” Quinset muttered. “Whenever
anyone needs a favor, they call Q. Q will do it. He’s our man.
Bah!” His round little face creased ferociously, but I saw the
sparkle in his eyes and noted how hard he fought back a grin.

“Q is a noble fighter and the most skillful
charioteer in the army,” Mike gushed. “Not to mention, he’s the
Timekeeper.”

“What does a Timekeeper do?” I asked.

“He keeps time, you dolt,” Quinset snapped,
hustling us through the flames and into the chariot. Instead of
roasting us alive, the fire sent a pleasant tingle of warmth
rushing through my body, like the prickle of blood returning to a
limb that’s fallen asleep. It was tight, but we all fit inside.

“Q makes sure Heaven’s plan runs according to
schedule,” Ranofur explained with a wink. “We wouldn’t want to fall
behind, you know.”

“Like the Renewal of All Things Davy
mentioned?” Elena asked.

“Among other things,” Q stated irritably.
“That’s top secret information. Locked up and hidden where no one
will ever find it.” He took the reins. “Now if you don’t mind, I’d
like to get out of here before we’re pecked into green goo.”

“Hold on, kids,” Ranofur warned us.

With a rush of wind and the tinkling of
golden bells, the horses leaped into the air. Earth fell away and
the blue of the sky turned to purple and then black. The air grew
thin and cold, but we didn’t seem to be affected by it at all.

“This is awesome!” I hollered.

More stars than I’d never seen before
glittered around us, billions of them, thicker than dust in a
sunbeam the week Mom spring-cleaned. Planets loomed up and fell
away, and we were enveloped in silence as deep and comforting as
sleep.

“Won’t the Swaugs smell us?” Elena asked.

“Certainly they will. But they won’t follow
where we’re going,” Ranofur assured us.

The horses passed through a wavering curtain
of mist, and suddenly we were pulling up inside a giant arch of
gray marble. We alighted in a field several acres in area and were
hustled out of the chariot by Q. “Things to do,” he grumbled. “But
no one ever thinks about that. Good old Q. Always there when we
need him. And never a word of thanks.”

Elena bent down and kissed him on the cheek.
“Thank you, Q. We appreciate your help.”

Q’s face turned bright red and he tucked his
chin into his scarf to hide his pleasure. “Out of my way,” he
groused and led the team of horses to an immense stable and paddock
at one end of the field.

I took closer notice of our surroundings. The
field was as green and verdant as a golf course. Along with the
stable, there were several low buildings that could have been
barracks, a handful of outbuildings, and a large, fancy complex
that would have passed for an ultramodern corporate office. The
landscaping was immaculate, and the sky overhead glowed with
streaks of color, like the aurora borealis but in the pastel shades
of sunrise. There was no sun. I couldn’t tell where the colors
originated, but they lit the air with a strong, pure light.

“Hey, aren’t there supposed to be pearly
gates and streets of gold?” I asked suspiciously.

“Sure,” Ranofur laughed. “They’re over on the
residents’ side, but no living human is allowed inside. We brought
you in through the back door.”

“Staff only,” Mike agreed. “On this mission,
you’re considered staff. Let’s get off the parade grounds.”

Mike and Ranofur started directly for the
office building. A sign outside the door read Military
Headquarters. We passed into a beautiful lobby with glass walls
and a sparkling fountain that caught the rays of color. A secretary
with a dark complexion and a nametag that identified him as Agent
Morales, Fourth Class smiled a welcome. “Can I help you?”

“We’re here to meet with Nigel,” Mike
informed him.

Agent Morales entered the information into
his computer and verified our appointment. “He’s expecting you. Go
on up.”

We took the stairs that spiraled around the
lobby. Three flights up, I peered over the rail and fought the
temptation to spit into the fountain far below. “Don’t even think
about it,” Elena warned and handed me a penny. I tossed it,
watching the coin flip over and over as it arced through space and
slipped into the water with a soft plunk.

Nigel answered our knock. I recognized him
right away. In person, he was even more slender than he had
appeared on the video, like a pencil in a box of sidewalk chalk,
but his bass voice and crisp English accent sounded just the same.
He adjusted his glasses and rumbled, “Ranofur, Amikim.”

“Hey, boss,” Mike waved.

Nigel turned to me and Elena with a
perfunctory smile. “It is an honor to meet you children at last,”
he said, grasping our hands one at a time. “We have long awaited
your coming.”

“Thank you, sir,” we both replied. Nigel’s
name tag indicated a second class rank. Meeting him felt sort of
like meeting the president.

He escorted us into a plush office with an
oversized window that looked out over a gorgeous landscape. I was
drawn to it immediately. A few low rooftops were visible. Beyond,
the ground rolled away to a valley painted every shade of green,
yellow, and blue. A wide, lazy river flashed in the light,
reflecting back colors as bright as a string of jewels. Farther
still, a series of high, rugged hills rose up and fell away in
folds as far as I could see.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Nigel asked, standing
beside me. “It is the template for your Smoky Mountains. I never
grow tired of looking at it.”

I had never considered that Earth might be a
Xerox copy.

Nigel moved behind his desk and sat down.
“Would any of you like coffee or tea?”

We declined. All of us except Mike. “Have any
root beer?” he asked.

Nigel pressed a button on his desk. “Jin, can
you bring us some A&W? Thank you.”

My stomach chose that moment to make itself
heard.

One corner of Nigel’s lip pulled upwards, and
he pushed the button again. “Bring some sandwiches, too. And dill
pickles,” he added with a wink at Elena.

It was a little disconcerting how well these
guys always seemed to know us.

Nigel crossed his legs and addressed Ranofur.
“I was very pleased to hear you were handling security for this
case.” Ranofur nodded, and Nigel turned to Mike, surveying his
attire more closely. “And Mike, I do admire the way you keep life
interesting. Your tastes are rather more…eclectic than my other
agents.”

Mike fingered the torn edge of his coat and
smoothed his fraying wig into place. “Thank you, sir.”

“Mr. Nigel, sir,” Elena began.

“Please, my dear, just call me Nigel.”

“Okay. Nigel, then. I was wondering what this
instrument is.” She alluded to a clocklike device on his desk with
numbers arranged in a circle from zero to one hundred.

“That is a lifeometer,” he replied. “It
measures the amount of Lifeforce sustaining our army at any given
moment.”

With dismay, I noticed it hovered around
number thirty-nine.

At that moment, Jin, a fourth class agent
with distinctly Asian features, brought in our tray. Nigel served
the refreshments and poured glasses of sweet tea that Jin thought
to include. After we were well-fed, Nigel got down to business. “I
hope this meeting has been scheduled because you have something to
report,” he began.

“You gave us very little to go on,” Mike said
with a note of accusation.

“I apologize for that. We had virtually no
information to give you.”

“Can you tell us what you do know?” Mike
asked. “It may help interpret the data we uncovered.”

“Very well. Our intelligence agents reported
seeing Swain entering and leaving Hades more often than usual. We
assumed a connection with the tree, which must be protected at all
costs. Coupled with the child of prophecy coming of age,” he
glanced at me, “we assumed the time was right to act. It was our
hope that you might locate Findul and uncover Swain’s plans.”

“We’ve made good progress, sir,” Mike
said.

“What have you got for me?”

Mike hesitated, so I leaned forward. “We
think we found Findul.”

Nigel’s eye gleamed with intensity.
“Where?”

“Mount St. Helens.”

Nigel leaned back in his chair with a
whistle.

“We’ve been on Swain’s tail for days,” Mike
relayed cautiously. “We uncovered documents that do show a specific
interest in the region.”

I fished my iPod out of my backpack, located
the images from Swain’s office, and handed it to Nigel. He scrolled
through them wordlessly. “Elena and I don’t think Swain is after
the tree at all, sir,” I said.

Nigel looked up questioningly. “No?”

“We think he’s after Findul’s fire.”

“Impossible,” Nigel replied. “The flames
would kill him.”

“But what benefit would Swain gain from the
tree?” Elena put in. “He already has unending life. And destroying
it would destroy everything, including him. We think he wants
power, not destruction.”

“And if Swain was so intent on Davy’s island,
why would he show such an interest in the volcano?” I asked.

Mike spoke haltingly. “I’m afraid we’ve been
unable to come to a consensus on this matter.”

Nigel scrolled thoughtfully through the
remainder of the pictures. “What’s this?” he asked.

Mike looked over his shoulder. “Blueprints
for an underwater vessel, which is why I am of the same opinion as
you. Swain simply can’t reach Mount St. Helens in a submarine.”

I shifted uncomfortably. That was the one
catch I couldn’t figure out.

“But,” Nigel pointed out, “it would deliver
him right to Davy’s door. Ranofur, what do you think of all
this?”

The big angel shrugged. “Not my
department.”

“Hmmm, yes.” Nigel peered closely at the tiny
screen. “We seem to have come to an impasse.”

“I think we should show these to Agent
Schmiel,” Ranofur suggested.

“Just what I was about to say,” Nigel
concluded, handing back my iPod. “I would greatly like to hear his
opinion. Unfortunately, he’s in meetings with the brass all
afternoon. Some new weapon he’s developing. I’ll see if we can
schedule you in this evening.”

He pressed another button on his desk. “Jin?
Connect me with Schmiel’s office, please.”

“Sure, boss,” came the reply.

Within moments, a voice with a soft French
accent drifted in through hidden speakers. “Hello, Nigel, this is
Beauregard. Can I help you?”

“You sure can, Beau,” Nigel answered in his
deep British tones. “I have the team working on the Swain issue
here in my office. They have some rather interesting information on
which we would appreciate Agent Schmiel’s thoughts. Can you tell me
what his schedule looks like this evening?”

We could hear the faint tap of keys. “Hmmm…”
Beauregard mumbled under his breath, but the words traveled clearly
over the wires. “Meetings through dinner. Seven o’clock, martial
arts. Eight o’clock, painting lessons, Nine o’clock, yogurt bath.
Ten o’clock, lab work.” The agent cleared his throat and addressed
us in a louder tone. “It appears he has a full schedule this
evening. May I pencil you in for tomorrow?”

“I’m afraid this is urgent,” Nigel replied.
“Can you tell me where his painting lessons will be taking
place?”

There was silence on the intercom.

“Unless, of course, you’d rather we interrupt
his bath,” Nigel prompted with the hint of a smile in his
voice.

“You heard that, did you?” came the weak
reply.

“Loud and clear,” Nigel chuckled. “But don’t
worry. I never reveal my sources.”

Beauregard sighed. “Agent Schmiel’s art
lessons take place in the Shiloh Conference Center, room 106.”

“Thank you, Beau. We’ll catch up with him
there.” Nigel turned to Mike. “It looks like you’re free until
eight. You can find the Conference Center?”

“I’ve been there a thousand times, sir.”

“Good. Have Schmiel send me a report of his
findings. Then you must proceed in your mission with all haste. The
tree has been insufficiently protected for far too long.”

Mike saluted. “Very good, sir. Will that be
all?”

“For now.” Nigel walked us to the door where
he paused. “Good work, all of you. I’m very pleased with your—”

The shrill scream of a siren cut the air, and
a red bulb spun above the door like the alarm of a nuclear
facility, soaking the room with bloody light. “Red alert…red
alert...enemy forces approaching,” droned an electronic voice over
the office speakers. “Red alert…red alert…enemy forces—”

“This can’t be good,” Elena guessed.

I tugged frantically at Ranofur’s arm.
“What’s wrong? What does this mean?”

I could barely hear his answer over the wail
of the siren. “I think we’ve been followed.”
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“Get the kids to shelter,” Nigel snapped as
he and Ranofur raced down the hall. Mike turned in the opposite
direction. “Come on!” he shouted.

We followed him through a maze of corridors,
pushing against a stream of agents. Eventually traffic thinned and
we picked up speed, dashing down a concrete stairway. “In here,”
Mike gasped, pulling open a heavy metal door labeled 2B. The
hallway beyond was dank and dark. Clearly we were underground. The
lights flickered faintly, but the siren and the electronic voice
had grown muffled.

“Where are we going?” Elena panted.

“To a safe room where we’ll wait out the
attack.”

“But we can fight!” she protested, drawing
her crossbow out of her satchel.

“Put that thing away before you shoot one of
us,” Mike snapped.

We arrived at another steel door. Mike
ushered us into a concrete cell and bolted the door behind us. I
spun in a circle, taking in our surroundings. The room was
completely unadorned save for a bare bulb in the ceiling. “What
now?” I asked.

“Now we wait. And we pray that I don’t spend
the next few hundred years as green goo and that you two live out
the night.”

“Let us out,” Elena persisted. “We may as
well die defending the place as cowering in the cellar.”

“Orders,” Mike said shortly.

I was rather glad to escape this new
opportunity to prove my ineptitude in battle. I settled against the
wall and shrugged out of my backpack. Somewhere inside I still had
Ranofur’s book of Sudoku. I ripped out a page and handed it to
Elena. “Here. Sit down and relax.”

She swiped it from my hand with an impatient
huff, but neither of us finished a puzzle. We were straining our
ears for any indication of the events transpiring above us.

“Does this happen often?” I asked. “Red
alerts, invading forces, everyone to your battle stations…”

“Never,” Mike answered.

I gave him a quizzical look. “I thought you
guys did this stuff every day.”

“Sure, out there,” he answered. “On Earth or
in the far reaches of space. Never here.”

“Never?” Elena repeated.

“Not for thousands of years. Not since—” His
face drained of color. “Not since the Great Rebellion.” He
shuddered.

“So why now?” I asked. “Why practically the
minute we arrive?”

Elena gave me the “duh” look. “Why do you
think? They want you, Davis.”

I gulped and leaned my head wearily against
the wall.

After twenty minutes of dead silence, someone
pounded on the door. If I’d been scheduled to live for seventy-five
years, I’m pretty sure that knock bumped me down to
seventy-four.

Mike leaped up. “Who is it?”

“Ranofur,” came the reassuring answer. “False
alarm. We were tailed by a team of Churkons. They did a fly-by,
apparently confirmed our position, and retreated. The red alert has
been cancelled.”

Mike slid back the deadbolt with a wide
smile. “Well then. We have several hours before we’re due to crash
an art lesson. Shall we do some sightseeing?”

****

We exited the building the way we came in.
Before leaving the complex, however, we stopped in an equipment
storage facility. Ranofur emerged carrying two canvas suits that he
handed to me and Elena. “Here, put these on.”

Elena eyed hers with suspicion. “They’re not
Schmiel body suits, are they?”

“Nope,” he said with a grin, but he wouldn’t
answer any more questions. “Just put them on.”

I stashed my backpack in a corner of the shed
and slid the garment over my arms and legs. It was similar to the
coveralls a mechanic might wear, but it fit more snugly. I tucked
in my jeans and fleece, tugging the zipper up to my neck. Then I
turned to face Elena. We looked like a couple of overstuffed
sausages.

Next, Ranofur gave us each an old-fashioned
flight jacket, helmet, and goggles like Q’s. “Are we going up in a
biplane?” I asked. I would have loved to take a spin in an old
World War I relic; I just couldn’t imagine it.

Mike chuckled. “Of course not. After the
Great War in Europe, Quinset purchased crates full of surplus RAF
uniforms. Sort of a hobby of his. Imagine wearing such a ridiculous
costume,” he snorted.

“Imagine.” Elena rolled her eyes.

“It will protect you where we’re going. Put
them on,” Ranofur instructed. We did. “Now jump as high as you
can.”

Elena balked, thrusting out one hip with a
fist planted firmly on it. “You dressed me like a freak to do
calisthenics?”

“Trust me,” Ranofur smiled.

With a long-suffering sigh, she conceded,
grumbling the whole time. She bent her knees and launched into the
air. Way into the air. “Sweet holy Moses!” she exclaimed from
twenty feet over our heads. “What are these things?”

The angels burst into hearty laughter.
“Anti-gravity suits,” Ranofur said, letting us in on the secret.
“Another Schmiel invention.”

With a loud whoop, I sprang to join Elena.
The force of my launch sent me spinning head-over-heals past her. I
felt as if I was sliding on ice, only with a new spatial dimension.
“How do you steer these things?”

Mike, having no need of a suit, was beside me
in an instant. “Just lean in the direction you want to go. The
mechanism is weight-based.”

I thrashed against empty air, having nothing
to push off from. “I can’t do it!”

“You don’t have to turn in the direction you
want to go. Just lean,” Mike instructed. “Tip your body to the
left.”

I threw my head and shoulder in the direction
he indicated. My legs counteracted the motion and I arced like a
banana in midair. But I began to move! “I’m doing it!” I
yelled.

Elena sailed past me, as sleek and
streamlined as a paper airplane. “Come on, Davis!” she laughed.
“I’ll race you to the river!”

With another whoop of joy, I followed the
others, bobbling erratically. We left the parade grounds, topped
the buildings, and soared over the valley I had seen from Nigel’s
window.

The wind roared against my helmet and snapped
across the snug-fitting coveralls. The meadow blurred into soft
shades of summer—stream and daisies, grass and soil—like a
watercolor painting. My face tingled with the chill. It was a wild,
alive feeling, skimming over the ground, becoming one with the
smells, the wind, the light.

Elena frolicked over our new playground, joy
spilling from her mouth in long streams of laughter. She would
corkscrew over the river then soar into graceful loop-de-loops. I
followed, nearly lost my lunch during a sharp descent, and decided
to stick to fast, level swoops that skimmed the tips of the
grass.

The angels joined us, Ranofur matching
Elena’s every contortion and Mike holding tightly to his wig as he
streaked after me. After the initial hilarity wore off, Ranofur
pointed to a peak overlooking the valley. “Let’s take a break on
that summit,” he suggested. “The view is amazing.”

I was panting heavily from the exertion and
glad for the warmth of Q’s flight jacket. My face was stiff from
the wind and from the smile I’d been unable to erase since
take-off. A terrible thought suddenly wiped it from my face. “How
do we land?”

Mike was drifting on his back nearby. “No
problem. Just pick a flat area and dive. At the last moment, pull
up to break your momentum and kick out your feet to absorb the
impact. The trick is in the timing.”

I frowned at a vision of my skull driving
into the turf like the point of a javelin. “Got any other
ideas?”

Mike grinned a little too widely. “It can be
a little ticklish your first time, but you’ll get the hang of
it.”

I figured if I didn’t get the hang of it the
first time, it would severely limit my number of repeat chances. I
pursed my lips. “Mike, you know I’m about as athletic as petrified
wood. Why wasn’t there any mention of landing before we took
off?”

“You’ll do fine,” Mike assured me with a
nervous cough. “What can happen?”

“What can happen,” I muttered as I scoped out
the mountaintop below. This time the ground was made of rock and
bone, with sharp edges and steep drop-offs. My soft watercolors had
all bled away, leaving the blacks and grays of death.

Mike signified a low, grassy hill with about
a hundred feet between boulders. “Try there,” he said. “Plenty of
room.”

There was nothing else for it. Sooner or
later I’d have to come down for food and water and a bathroom
break. I might as well die in comfort, before those complaints
drove me to my doom. I took a shuddering breath and leaned into my
descent.

The ground rose at an alarming speed. My
vision blurred. “Pull up! Pull up!” I heard Mike’s screams as if
they drifted in through a hazy mist. Then warm blackness engulfed
me.

Vaguely, I was aware of a pressure on my
ankle, then lightning bolts traveled from my shoulder to the tips
of my toes, electrifying every nerve in between. My happy, warm
darkness was interrupted with bright flashes of pain. I groaned in
agony.

Mike’s voice reached through my fog, thick
with relief. “You’re not dead then?”

I struggled to sit up, checking tenderly to
see if my arm and shoulder were still in place. “What
happened?”

“You dove too steeply and all the blood
rushed from your head. You passed out.”

“I crashed?” Like the answer wasn’t
obvious.

“I managed to catch your foot and slow your
fall, but if Schmiel hadn’t fitted those suits with airbags, you’d
be coming through Heaven’s front door right about now.”

That explained the yards of white fabric.

Elena landed softly beside me with the
tinkling laughter of tiny bells. “That was amazing!” she
gushed.

“Yeah, amazing,” I repeated. “Up until the
point where I made contact.” I forced my battered body to a
standing position. My knees creaked ominously, and the muscles in
my back and shoulders were stiffening like fire-baked clay.

Ranofur stood over me with a drawn sword. He
sliced away the airbags then held high guard position. “Fight me,”
he challenged.

I gaped at him in disbelief. My head ached,
my joints burned, and I wasn’t convinced I hadn’t broken half my
ribs. “I just mashed myself into a mountain and you think this
would be a good time to spar?”

Ranofur held his pose. “The exercise will
stretch your muscles and keep them from tightening.”

“Too late,” I muttered. But he insisted, so I
unzipped my jacket and flight suit, fished around in the pocket of
my fleece, and extracted my makeup case. Then, muscles screaming, I
managed a wobbly middle guard.

Ranofur slashed. His blinding quickness threw
me off balance and the flat of his blade struck my shoulder.
“You’re dead.”

I took up my position again. This time I
managed to parry an attack or two before the blade slapped my leg.
Ranofur moved like the wind. “You have to match the speed and skill
of supernatural adversaries,” he said. “Again.”

I narrowed my eyes, planted my feet, and
determined to hold him off this time. And I did, for about twenty
seconds. “Better,” he encouraged, and for the next thirty minutes
he instructed me in specific offensive and defensive techniques. By
the end of the session, I was gasping for breath, but my shoulders
felt better.

Mike sat on a rock, completely absorbed in
his laptop. Elena sprawled beside him watching our match. “You’re
getting better, Taylor,” she encouraged.

“Your turn,” Ranofur announced, tossing
another sword at her feet. She looked up in surprise. “But I have a
crossbow.”

“Your weapon has limited power,” he told her.
“If Taylor should fall, you may have to wield the Sword of Findul.”
He closed Mike’s laptop with his foot. “You too.”

Ranofur laid out an assortment of weapons on
the grassy hilltop. Swords, knives, slingshots, a bow and arrow. He
displayed them one at a time. “I found a few other odds and ends in
Q’s shed. Familiarize yourselves with them.”

Ranofur was a machine, whipping us into
shape, pushing us to our limits. An hour later we lay strewn about
the boulders, sweating and exhausted. “For a final exercise, we’re
going to climb to that peak up there.” Ranofur indicated a rocky
point high over our heads and added, “No flying.”

Mike moaned.

The climb was hard, physical work up the
sheer face of a cliff. I propelled myself along using tiny finger
holds and catching the toes of my sneakers on impossibly narrow
ledges. But the fear of falling was eliminated, knowing we could
zip into the air anytime. I didn’t look forward to landing again,
however.

We scratched and clawed our way to the top of
the mountain. From our vantage point, the green hills rolled away
to the edges of the horizon, and the city of Heaven spread out in
the valley below. I sucked in my breath, awestruck at the
incredible sight.

A skyline of light and color stretched as far
as I could see. Buildings made of crystal and black onyx, spacious
parks, formal gardens, streets as yellow as the brick road of Oz.
The air shimmered like pure water shot through with streaks of
sunrise, with no haze or smog.

Mike pointed to a tiny neighborhood at the
edge of the city, reminiscent of servants’ quarters at the back of
a large estate. It was walled off from the rest of the city.
“That’s the administrative section we came from. The rest,” he
spread his hand across the horizon, “is for the residents.”

“We can’t go there,” I recalled with
disappointment.

“Not on this trip.” Ranofur drew two pairs of
field glasses from his jacket. “Here. Take a look.”

I peered through the lenses, drinking in the
beauty of the city below. The magnification showed people strolling
along the streets below, laughing, talking, sitting at sidewalk
cafes, holding hands, walking their dogs. It could have been any
street scene on Earth except the people seemed to shimmer like the
air around them.

I shifted my grip, and a black smudge filled
my glasses. It smeared the edge of the horizon like a sooty
fingerprint on a crystal bowl.

Ranofur followed the angle of my sight.
“That’s Death,” he pronounced grimly, “the only door into the
city.”
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The black smudge seemed to devour the light,
absorbing it like a black hole. “It’s immovable, isn’t it?” I
stuttered, suddenly freezing cold. “I mean, it can’t creep over the
city, can it?”

“It is a land of its own, separated from ours
by a great chasm,” Ranofur explained. “The two cannot meet.”

“Then how do you get from there to here?” I
asked.

“There’s a bridge near the gate.”

I scanned the horizon with my field glasses.
“I can’t see it.”

“It’s there,” Ranofur assured me. “But you
have to believe it’s there or you won’t find it.”

Mike broke into our conversation. “We’ve been
out here for hours. Come on. We need to make a surprise call on a
certain inventor-turned-painter.”

After returning our equipment and retrieving
my backpack, we ate dinner in a cafeteria located inside the
headquarters building and walked the two blocks to the Conference
Center. We passed dozens of agents of all different nationalities.
Most wore suits or casual attire like Ranofur’s. On occasion,
someone appeared in jeans, but no one came close to Mike’s exotic
appearance. He stood out in Heaven as badly as he did on Earth.

“Heaven is very multicultural,” I noticed.
“Just like Earth.”

Ranofur raised his eyebrows. “Perhaps it’s
more accurate to say earth reflects heaven.”

“Are there no women here?” Elena asked.

“Sure, lots of them. Didn’t you see them from
the mountaintop?” Ranofur replied.

“No, I mean here, in administration.”

“Ah,” Ranofur grinned. “Angels are a breed
apart from humans. We’re neither men nor women. We are agents.”

“And we’re late,” Mike said, pushing his way
through a pair of glass doors. “Room 106. Follow me.”

The Conference Center reminded me of a posh
hotel, with a wide reception area and two hallways leading away
from it in opposite directions. Mike led us to a room containing a
dozen agents, all standing behind three-legged easels and staring
at little bowls of fruit.

Mike approached an angel with black skin and
a gray beard. “Agent Schmiel, may we interrupt you for a moment?”
he asked politely.

Schmiel’s face split into a wide smile.
“Well, blessed beryllium. Mike, weren’t you sent out on
assignment?” He was large, taller than Ranofur but not as bulky,
and spoke with the soft cadence of the Caribbean.

“Yes sir, I was. That’s what I need to speak
with you about.”

The angel set his brush down and removed his
paint-spattered smock. “Certainly. Let’s step into an empty room.”
He wiped his hands on a rag and led us across the hall. “Now, what
is this about?”

“We’ve been tracking Bartholomew Swain, as I
believe you know,” Mike began.

Schmiel murmured agreement. “Mmm-hmm.”

“In our search, we came across some
blueprints that may explain his actions, but we would like you to
take a look at them and give us your opinion.”

“Certainly, my boy. Where are these
pictures?”

I already had my iPod out.

“Mmm-hmmm,” he murmured again as he scrolled
through the documents. He looked up when he reached the end a few
minutes later. “Well, it all seems pretty obvious, doesn’t it?”

“It does?” I asked.

“Why sure it does, young fellow. Swain
intends to storm Mount St. Helens.”

“With submarines?” Mike asked
skeptically.

“Mike and Nigel think he’s after the Tree of
Life,” I explained.

“Not unless he has a different file
somewhere. According to what I see here, the volcano is clearly his
destination.”

“We believe he located Findul,” Elena put
in.

“Ah, wonderful! I have some new tempering
methods I’d like him to test out for me. But I’m afraid he’s in for
a bit of trouble first.”

“So how is Swain going to accomplish this?”
Mike asked. “What’s the connection between boats and mountains?”
That question had plagued us since discovering the two halves of
Ivy Intrepid.

“This is the key to it all,” Schmiel said,
scrolling to a detailed map of the Columbia River. “I think he
intends to sail an army in from the sea, up the Columbia, and on up
the Louis River tributary that flows right over the volcano’s
roots.” He traced the route with his finger.

“But the Louis River is dammed in three
places,” Elena protested.

“Indeed it is. That’s why Swain designed
these collapsible dinghies.” He showed us the design that had been
clipped to the back of the submarine blueprint. “Easy to haul
around the dams. I imagine he could cover the river in a night.
Swain definitely intends to attack Mount St. Helens. I can only
deduce he has, indeed, located Findul’s forge.”

“You’re sure he could navigate the sub
upriver?” Mike asked.

“Absolutely. The Columbia is exceptionally
deep, and the submarine’s small dimensions make it ideal for
relatively tight turns. If he followed the shipping lanes, Swain
would have no trouble whatsoever. And these berths,” he showed us
the blueprint, “are especially outfitted for occupation. It’s a
troop carrier.”

We looked at each other, impressed with
Schmiel’s logic. The pieces all fit. Why had we been unable to put
them together?

“But why would he bother to haul troops in a
submarine when they can arrive supernaturally?” Elena asked.

Ranofur answered that one. “He intends to use
mortals.”

“And Swain himself is still a physical man,”
Schmiel reminded us. “He needs physical transportation.”

“How many men does the submarine
accommodate?” Ranofur asked.

“Several dozen, perhaps seventy-five men,
tightly packed, which makes me think they won’t be traveling far.
Most likely Swain will pick them up at a port city on the west
coast.”

That number was enough to churn my stomach,
but mortals sounded easy after the creatures we’d battled. “What if
Swain doesn’t limit himself to the living?” I asked. “How do we
know he hasn’t included immortals in his plans? He’s already
commanded a few to attack us.”

Ranofur shook his head. “I’ve been thinking
about that. The Swaug and the Churkon were acting alone. The
assassin and the troll were plants that could have been in position
for years. It’s doubtful they answered to Swain’s orders. I think
Swain has been granted this mission to implement within his own
power.”

“A logical deduction,” Schmiel agreed,
“considering the physical nature of his plans and the centuries
they’ve taken to develop.”

“But how can we stop Swain if we don’t know
when this is going to go down?” Elena asked.

“If his prototypes are built, I might suggest
after the ice melts and before the summer tourist season begins,”
Schmiel said.

“That doesn’t give us much time,” I said
quietly.

“No it doesn’t,” Schmiel agreed. “I’d
recommend an immediate return to Earth.”

“The children will need to sleep first,”
Ranofur stated.

“Put them up at my place. You can leave first
thing in the morning.”

“Thank you, sir.” Elena and I both said it
together.

Schmiel picked up his rag. “I think I’ll go
with you. It’s been a long day, and no matter how I try, I can’t
seem to paint a banana that doesn’t resemble a school bus.”

****

The next morning I awoke to the delicious
smell of breakfast cooking. Ranofur, clad in his eye-jolting apron,
was flipping crepes over the kitchen stove while the others sat at
the table eating them piled high with strawberries and whipped
cream. I did my best work on the stack set before me.

“You’re clear on reentry?” Schmiel asked Mike
in his lilting voice. “The area north of St. Helens is mostly
wilderness. Swain won’t be expecting you, and if we create a
diversion, you should be able to sneak past the Swaugs.”

“Quinset should be here with the others any
minute,” Mike answered. “Ranofur, did you finish those pastrami
sandwiches?”

“You really think a brown-bag lunch is going
to throw off a Swaug?” Elena asked skeptically.

“Swaugs are not the most intellectual
adversaries,” Schmiel reminded her. “In the absence of additional
humans, it’s your best bet.”

After breakfast, as the others tended to
last-minute details, the scientist pulled me aside. “I’ve been
tipped off about a certain concealment apparatus given to you,” he
whispered. “Pink, quilted, with red hearts?”

I stuttered something in embarrassment, and
he clapped a friendly hand on my shoulder. “I think you’ll find
this much more appropriate.” He handed me a leather belt with black
panels lining the entire face, each about four inches wide. “It
holds any number of gadgets. Each of these panels is made of
Dim-ex. Your gadgets will be safely held outside your present
dimension. Go ahead. Try it on.”

The belt fit like it was made for me. Tossing
aside the makeup case, I drew my sword and was just able to line up
the point to one of the panels. It slid in like it was passing
through water.

I grinned, and Schmiel pointed out a few more
features. “Notice the compass and the built-in flashlight. Always
handy. And this,” he specified one of several black buttons, “will
send out a homing signal to any agents in the area. The entire belt
has been fitted with a danger detection system. If a supernatural
enemy is in the area, the belt will warn you with a silent
vibration.”

“Thank you, sir!” I couldn’t wait to show my
new toy to Elena.

Q was impatiently holding the reins of the
fiery white horses when I joined the others. Six more chariots were
lined up along the curb in front of Schmiel’s house, and Ranofur
was passing out brown paper bags to each driver. I joined Elena and
Q in the lead chariot.

The little driver scowled at me through his
flight goggles. “Always in a hurry,” he muttered. “But are they
ready when I arrive? Of course not. The Timekeeper has all the time
in the universe.”

I swung my backpack in place and smiled.
“Hello, Q. It’s good to see you.”

“Humph,” he replied, still muttering to
himself. “Never appreciated, I tell you.”

Mike and Ranofur soon joined us. When we were
all assembled, Schmiel raised his hand in farewell. “A safe journey
to you.”

Q flicked the reins and the horses rose in a
flaming burst of power. We shot through the gray arch. Heaven
disintegrated behind the mist, and the multitude of glittering
stars shone forth. In the distance, Earth loomed like a giant blue
marble, majestic in its silent beauty. It took my breath away.

Behind us, the other teams fanned out,
scattering to all points of the globe in their effort to draw off
the Swaugs, Churkons, or any other enemies lying in wait. I hadn’t
met any of them. I hoped they fared well.

Earth grew larger and larger, the continents
taking shape beneath us. We came in from the north, and soon North
America became distinct. Moments later, I could make out the
individual peaks of the Canadian Cascade Mountain Range. They were
still cloaked in misty purple shadow, but the sun was about to
break over them. The view was gorgeous. I wondered briefly what we
looked like to viewers far below.

Suddenly, I yelped, the involuntary movement
nearly toppling me from the chariot. The others watched me oddly.
“What’s wrong with you?” asked Elena. I raised my fleece by way of
explanation.

My brand-new belt was vibrating.


 



Episode 5

 


Lesson #18

Seatbelts Should Be Mandatory in Open Air
Chariots

 


“Watch out!” Mike cried.

The Churkons came at us hard and fast, one
from the left and one from the right. Q jerked the reins and the
team soared straight up in the air. The maneuver left my stomach at
the lower altitude, but the Churkons passed beneath us, narrowly
missing the chariot and each other.

“So much for the pastrami sandwich decoy,”
Elena mumbled as we leveled out. Her face was pale beneath her dark
coloring, and she clung to the side of the chariot.

Ranofur didn’t look much better. “They must
have been scanning for us. Q, can you evade them?”

The little driver’s face was fiercely
determined under his flight gear. “These aren’t the first Churkons
I’ve taken on, and I’ve never been green goo yet. Hang on!” He
steered the horses through an erratic flight pattern, swerving side
to side and up and down. Mike was the only one who looked
completely at ease. In fact, he looked downright blissful.

Elena removed her crossbow and tried to
steady it against the side of the vehicle.

“Can you get a shot off?” Ranofur asked. He
was hunkered in a corner of the chariot, attempting to brace
himself and Elena against the wild turns.

“I think so.” She followed the flight of the
beast with one eye closed.

“Make sure you allow some lead time,” he
reminded her.

She misjudged the beast’s speed and the bolt
fell away behind it. “Not even close,” she said with disgust,
pounding a fist against the metal side.

“Take your time. You’ll get it.”

Elena reloaded as the Churkon wheeled. It was
heading right for us. She aimed.

“Steady,” Ranofur whispered.

Elena picked her moment carefully, but just
as she put pressure on the trigger, Q veered in a hard right. The
shot went wild, and a heavy wing clipped the side of the chariot,
sending us rocking like a ship on heavy seas.

I was jolted against Q, who gave me an
irritated shove.

“Don’t these things come with seatbelts?” I
gasped. My knuckles were white where they fused to the frame. The
back of the vehicle was completely open. Only air separated us from
a long, long bungee jump, minus the bungee.

“Ah, I do love a rousing chariot ride.” Mike
sighed with satisfaction as the wind tore his wig into tatters. He
had tied it in place with a handkerchief, which gave him the
appearance of a white-haired cleaning woman.

My eyes bulged. “Are you insane? Mike, those
things are trying to kill us!”

His face maintained its placid expression. “I
have every confidence in Q’s flying abilities.” I suspect he was
glad to lay the responsibility in someone else’s hands.

The floor suddenly dropped out from under us
as the Churkons dove again. My stomach revolted, and I heaved that
morning’s crepes over the side. I hoped anyone on the ground below
was carrying a sturdy umbrella.

One of the monsters followed our descent and
raked our flank with a blast of fire. I ducked, but the flame
passed harmlessly around us like water skirting a rock. The team
ran at a full gallop, kicking up flames that protected us all. As I
watched, one of the Churkons swooped low over our heads and raked
its claws across one horse’s back. The stallion screamed and veered
to the side, striking out with its hooves.

“Now!” Ranofur screamed.

Elena sent a bolt into the monster’s hide. It
let loose a harsh cry and staggered to the rear, its wings pumping
laboriously.

“Another, quickly,” Ranofur screamed.
“Taylor, get your sword out. If you’d been paying attention, you
could have taken that one out yourself.”

If I had my sword out, I thought to myself
with some resentment, someone would be decapitated by now, and it
wouldn’t have been either of the Churkons. But I plucked the weapon
from my belt and held it in one hand while keeping a death grip on
the chariot with the other.

The second Churkon flew in at an angle and Q
used the same straight-up-in-the-air evasive maneuver, only this
time we continued over backward like a looping roller coaster. The
G force slammed me into the bottom of the chariot where I screamed
in a pitch so high little girls couldn’t have matched it. Only my
fiercely clutching fingers saved me from being thrown off the
back.

We flipped upright in a fluid motion and
headed back toward the wounded Churkon.

“Isn’t this awesome?” Mike exalted, helping
me to my feet. I didn’t even bother to answer. The altitude must
have frozen his brain.

Elena managed to stay on her feet during the
twist, thanks in large part to Ranofur. She took a bead on the
faltering beast and put another bolt into its chest. It threw back
its head in a hoarse scream before melting into a green river that
blew apart in the wind.

“One down,” Q cheered. “We’ll let the
mountains take out the last one.” He veered sharply and dropped
into a descent so steep it left me chewing on my socks.

The sharp crags and the snow-covered peaks of
the Cascades reached up to swipe us out of the air. Q weaved
skillfully between them. I didn’t want to watch, but I couldn’t
look away as pillars of rock rose up on either side and the rugged
terrain skimmed along just below our wheels. The light and shadow
of early morning messed with my vision. We twisted and rolled,
following valleys, dodging cliffs, snaking past jagged precipices,
narrowly avoiding death. The Churkon flapped relentlessly in our
wake.

Q whipped up the horses. They strained at
their traces, necks bulging with their effort as the mountains flew
past at a reckless speed. We rounded a snowy crest and a wall of
sheer rock materialized before us, blocking out the sun. Q set a
collision course.

I shrank into the bottom of the chariot
again, cowering as the wall grew larger and larger. We were a
missile honing in on a target. At the last second, Q jerked the
reins. Up we shot, straight into the air. One of our wheels
actually scraped the cliff face as we skimmed skyward.

Below us, I heard the echo of one shrill cry
and then nothing. Looking back, I saw the cliff face smeared with
green slime.

We rounded the peak and Mike let out a whoop.
I was shaking too much to celebrate. As our ride leveled off, I
rested my head against the side of the chariot and let my blade
fall to the floor.

“That was some driving, Q!” Mike shouted. “I
wasn’t worried for a minute!”

Quinset actually grinned before wrestling his
face back into a dour mask. “Humph,” he grunted. “Wears out a good
team.” Our pace slackened noticeably. “We’ll get out of these
mountains, find a level place to set down, and tend their
injuries.”

Ranofur turned to me and Elena. “Are you two
all right?”

Elena nodded. Her hands shook and her face
was taut with strain, but she mustered a smile for her angel. I, on
the other hand, was a pasty lump of dough at their feet.

Ranofur grasped me under the armpits and
hauled me to a standing position. “Come on, get up. You’ll feel
better where the breeze can reach you.”

I let him guide me to my feet, leaning on him
for support. “I thought Swaugs were the ones with noses for
pastrami,” I wheezed. “What were those Churkons doing here?”

“Churkons can smell it too, though they rely
more heavily on sight,” he answered. “Swaugs have a keener sense of
smell, but they’re earthbound unless they shape-shift. Then they’re
only as strong as the form they’ve chosen.”

My stomach still churned, but the fresh air
cleared my fuzzy head. The ride was now gentle and smooth, and
after a few moments even my stomach began to settle. I took a new
interest in our surroundings.

The Cascades spread out beneath us like
broken white glass. We traveled over miles of rugged territory
before the range softened into a broad coastal plain. I recognized
Vancouver Island and, far to the south, the northwestern arm of
Washington created by Puget Sound.

“We’ll dodge around Vancouver,” Q told us,
“and set down below the city. It’s not too crowded down there.”

Elena handed me my sword, which I tucked into
my belt. “That’s pretty slick.” She nodded at the belt. “Schmiel
give it to you?”

“Yeah,” I wearily replied. “Someone tipped
him off about the makeup case and he—” I narrowed my eyes
suspiciously. “Say, are you the one who told him?”

She smirked. “Not me, Davis. I wouldn’t
separate you from those cute little red hearts.” She grinned and
leaned over the side of chariot, watching the topography change. I
observed her from the corner of my eye, but I couldn’t tell if she
was serious or not.

Mike threw an arm around my shoulders. He was
still high on adrenaline. “So, what’d you think of our ride,
Taylor?” He grinned. “Wasn’t that the most incredible rush you’ve
ever experienced? It makes roller coasters seem like child’s
play.”

“Mike, you have to be the sickest person I’ve
ever met,” I replied.

He laughed. “I wanted to be a pilot like Q
once, you know.”

I couldn’t picture it. “Why didn’t you?”

“Oh,” he shuffled uncomfortably, “you know.
Quotas and all that. They found out about my aptitude for data
systems…”

Q scowled. “It didn’t have anything at all to
do with that wreck on Saunder’s Peak, did it?” he asked
sarcastically.

“Wreck?” I looked from Q to Mike. “What
happened?”

Mike tugged at his collar and worked one
shoulder in a circle. “Er, nothing that would interest you, I’m
sure. Why, look at that—”

He spun me around to redirect my attention.
At the same moment, Q shifted the team to prepare for landing.
Still a little woozy, I stumbled and barely managed to catch myself
at the lip of the chariot. As I teetered precariously, Mike lunged
for my arm, missed, and knocked me out of the vehicle.

I plunged earthward, watching my friends grow
smaller and smaller above me. The only thought running through my
mind was whether or not I could request a new guardian angel the
next time I visited Nigel.


 



Lesson #19

Bungee Jumping without a Bungee Makes for a
Rough Day

 


The cold air screaming past my face sharpened
my senses pretty quickly. The Strait of Georgia, the broad band of
seawater that separated Vancouver Island from the mainland,
shimmered beneath me. Fortunately, most of the ice had melted.
Unfortunately, the water would still feel like a parking garage at
the speed I was traveling.

I was too frightened to scream. I thought
fast. Could I make a parachute out of my fleece? Probably not.

If I landed feet first and pointed my toes,
would I slice through the water easier? Perhaps, but I’d still slam
a femur into my brain and probably break all my toes for my
effort.

What if I removed my jeans and tied off the
ends to create a flotation device? Okay, that was just idiotic. It
was also the thought that saved my life.

The belt!

Frantically, I began pushing buttons. Sirens
blared. Blue and red lights flashed. A net streaked from my side
and caught in the air currents above me. One button even fired a
stream of marshmallows from my waist like an M-16. I couldn’t think
of a single use for that feature outside of being chased by a
platoon of grizzly bears.

The belt began to overheat as I exhausted all
possibilities. The water rose rapidly, spreading out across my
entire field of vision. I had four hundred meters to live. Three
hundred. Two hundred. I clawed frantically at the leather.

Around back, my finders closed on a small
handle I hadn’t noticed before. I yanked at it with all the
strength in my arm. A whoosh of fabric streamed past my head and
opened, slowing me with a bone-jarring jolt. The next second I
plunged into the frigid waters of the strait.

The ocean was bitterly, painfully cold—a
million frozen needles stabbing me again and again. As the water
closed over my head, I fought the urge to gasp. Instead, I kicked
up to the surface and sucked in great breaths of air. I was
alive!

From my low position, I couldn’t see
Vancouver Island at all, but the mainland appeared to be five or
six miles away. My heart leaped at the sight—until I realized how
long it would take me to swim it. It looked so close, but I knew
I’d need several hours in ideal conditions. The water had to be
forty-five degrees. I figured I had less than an hour before
hypothermia set in.

The parachute that had saved my life floated
on the surface nearby, mocking me. I pulled a knife from my belt
and sliced through the lines. Already my teeth were chattering and
my body felt sluggish. I wished there was some way I could wrap
myself up in the fabric and conserve warmth, but floating around in
the straits wouldn’t do me any good. Slim as it was, my only chance
was to swim for it. I struck out for shore.

It took only a few strokes before I kicked
off my shoes and ditched my backpack. My bulky clothes were a
hindrance, too, but I kept them on, hoping they might hold in some
heat. My toes had gone numb, and my whole body trembled, though my
Schmiel gloves seemed to give my hands some protection. I set out
for the mainland again, settling into a comfortable sidestroke. In
warm water I could keep this pace up for hours.

The sea was calm. One- to two-foot swells
lifted me gently and set me down again. I had gone perhaps a
quarter mile when something brushed against my foot. I jerked it
back in a reflex action and bit back the scream clawing its way up
my throat. I knew great white sharks rarely swam this far north,
but the fear of the unknown wrapped itself firmly around my brain
anyway. I forced myself to keep swimming and tried to think of all
the harmless animals that reside in northern coastal waters: seals,
sea lions, porpoises, salmon…

The water rippled to my left. I closed my
eyes and conjured up mental pictures of puppies and kittens and
blazing fires. I put more effort into my strokes, hoping the heat I
created would offset hypothermia’s slow creep. I hummed Weird Al
Yankovic songs just to keep my mind off my predicament.

It was no use. A current created by something
very large swimming very near sucked at me. I opened my eyes and
watched a dark shape pass beneath the surface not three feet away.
The creature must have been the size of a small yacht. I gulped and
slipped the sword out of my belt.

The shape drifted away and the water grew
still. I hovered in place for several long minutes, paralyzed with
fear and cold. I had just convinced myself it might have been only
a tranquil whale when the sea suddenly exploded before me. Water
sprayed high in the air, and I caught a glimpse of massive teeth
and red, gleaming eyes. It was the hugest, ugliest shark I’d ever
seen. Yet I knew it wasn’t a shark at all.

I’d finally met a Wasitter.

The creature lunged, and I swung my sword
with all the force I could muster. The blade cut through flesh then
the monster was gone, circling beneath the waves once more.

I rotated in jerky, frantic circles, aiming
my sword at the depths. I could see nothing in the blackness. My
heart drummed in my chest, sending blood coursing though my veins.
At the very least, my terror was keeping me warm.

The beast launched into another attack,
tearing through the water with jaws wide enough to swallow me
whole. This time I could see the leathery fringes of skin that hung
off its body like rotting flesh. The air reeked of decay. I held
the sword steady and let the creature impale itself on the point.
The blade sank into the soft tissue of its mouth.

It roared in fury and wrenched to one side,
nearly ripping the weapon from my hands. With a slap of its tail,
it retreated into the murky depths.

I wondered how much longer I could hold out.
My body was shuddering violently now, my limbs turned to ice. Even
my fingers were going numb and forgetting the feel of the sword in
my grip. The monster was sure to figure out that I didn’t stand a
chance if it took me from below.

My nerves had reached their breaking point
when a whale spouted twenty yards away. Two more breached just
beyond the first, black and white rainbows arcing through the air.
It was a pod of orcas. Killer whales. I was doubly doomed.

The water roiled as the Wasitter torpedoed to
the surface. It rammed me from below, tossing me high into the air
with the force of a freight train. Pain etched through my body. Air
blasted from my lungs. I swung feebly at the beast and missed
before landing, stunned, a dozen feet away. I had enough presence
of mind to cling to my weapon, but I knew one more attack would be
my end.

I lay gasping on the surface. My vision
blurred, and my body began to feel warm and sleepy. I recognized
the dangerous signs. Hypothermia was patiently waiting to claim me
in the event that the Wasitter and orcas passed up their
chance.

A huge black and white face rose up before me
only a few feet away. It peered at me inquisitively, clicking in a
language I didn’t understand. I hoped I didn’t look too much like a
seal, but I hadn’t enough strength left to even raise my sword.

The face disappeared. Another moment and it
would all be over.

I felt a powerful current stream below me.
The Wasitter broke the surface with an ear-splitting roar. I closed
my eyes and waited for the end to come. But it didn’t. I heard a
tremendous splash and felt another surge of water. Blackness was
beginning to take me, but I forced my eyes open. Instead of
charging me, the Wasitter had flung itself out to sea.

As I watched, it breached again, farther
away. A black and white blur streaked after it, tearing at the
rancid flesh with powerful jaws. Another orca rushed in from the
opposite direction before they all disappeared in a blinding splash
of white spray.

It took a moment for my sluggish brain to
realize what was happening. The Wasitter surfaced again, fifty
yards further, followed by the three orcas. They were hunting! Like
a pack of wolves, they were driving the Wasitter out to sea.

I smiled wearily, thanking them, before
slipping quietly beneath the waves.


 


 Lesson
#20

Sometimes a Guy Just Wants to Go Home

 


Strong hands dragged me to the surface and
hoisted me into a boat. “There now, I’ve got you,” a voice said. My
waterlogged clothing was stripped away and replaced with a warm,
soft blanket. I don’t remember much of the ride back to shore, just
the blissful feeling of life returning to my frozen body.

Sometime later, Ranofur shoved a cup of hot
tea into my hands. I blinked up at him. “Where am I?”

“A hotel in Vancouver, British Columbia,” he
answered. “The homing signal from Schmiel’s belt led us right to
you. Of course, it also drew the Wasitter. I was afraid we wouldn’t
reach you in time. As it is, we plucked you out of the drink none
too soon.”

It all came back then: the fall from the sky,
the freezing water, the monster, the orcas, and the clod of an
angel who caused it all. “Where’s Mike?” I asked with a surge of
anger.

“He and Elena went to find you some dry
clothes.” He pushed me back onto the couch. “Elena already laid
into him quite heavily, but she couldn’t make him feel any worse
than he already did. He’s pretty shaken up about this.”

“Not as shaken up as he’s going to be,” I
fumed.

The big angel paused thoughtfully. His next
words were spoken with gentleness. “Taylor, this may be a critical
moment for Mike. He’s been through a lot these last few centuries.
Another failure might push him over the edge.”

I was seething inside, my rage warming my
body temperature faster than tea ever could. “I don’t care. I mean
it, Ranofur. I’ve had enough. Mike is—he’s—” I couldn’t even find a
word nasty enough to describe him.

“I admit, he may not be the most qualified
agent for the job—”

I laughed incredulously. “Not qualified?
Ranofur, who else in the history of the world has had their
guardian angel chuck them out of a moving chariot at ten thousand
feet?”

Ranofur winced. “Nevertheless, I hope you
consider Mike’s feelings in this. He has good intentions and a soft
heart. Your rejection might do him in, and we need him on this
case. He’s too talented to lose.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “What
about me? Am I more expendable than he is? Because the way things
are going, that fool is going to kill me.”

Ranofur sighed unhappily.

I heard noises in the hallway. Footsteps, low
voices, the rustle of packages. Mike and Elena were back.

“Taylor, for the sake of the mission, I hope
you can find it in your heart to forgive him,” Ranofur said and
headed for the kitchenette.

I didn’t turn around when the others came in.
“How is he?” Mike asked, his voice sounding strained and
unnatural.

“He’s awake.”

Hesitant footsteps approached. “Taylor?” Mike
asked.

I turned to face away from him.

There was a long silence then, “I’m sure you
must be upset with me right now, but I assure you, I never
intended—”

I whirled on him. “Upset? Mike you shoved me
out of a chariot! If it hadn’t been for a string of fortunate
events—that had nothing to do with you, I’ll add—I’d be gone to
Davy Jones’ locker by now.” I snorted, thinking of the crusty old
pirate. “He was certainly right about you, wasn’t he?”

Mike wilted, his thin shoulders drooped. His
costume was in tatters, and the powdered wig hung about his face in
ragged tufts. He looked absolutely pitiful. With a mournful shake
of his head, he whispered, “I’m sorry,” and dragged himself to his
room, closing the door behind him.

My heart softened just a bit, but not enough
to go after him.

“You were pretty hard on him,” Elena stated
from her position against the doorframe. “I don’t know if I blame
you, though.”

“I don’t care,” I glowered. “Mike is
absolutely, totally worthless.”

She tossed a package at me. “We bought you
these.”

I didn’t move, and she didn’t leave. “So what
are you going to do now,” she asked, “ignore him for the rest of
the mission?”

“I want out.” I hadn’t planned on saying it.
I hadn’t even thought about it, but as soon as the words passed my
lips, I knew they were true.

“You mean quit the mission?” she asked in
surprise.

“Yeah. I want to go home.”

Ranofur poured more hot water into my tea.
“You’ve just been through a difficult experience. You’re exhausted.
Emotion is getting the best of you. Give it till morning and you’ll
feel better.”

I shoved the tea away. “No, I’m done,” I said
with an emphatic shake of my head. “I don’t want anything more to
do with Wasitters, Swaugs, swords, or undead pirates. I’ve had my
fill.”

Elena narrowed her eyes. “What is this really
about, Davis? Is it Mike, or is it you?”

Her words hit me like a fist in the gut.
“Look,” I snapped, “not everyone is as perfect as you, okay? I told
Davy the very first day that I’m not cut out for this.”

She stepped away from the wall. “You’re
sulking. You want me to feel sorry for you.” She came to stand in
front of me. “Well, I’m not going to help you make a stupid
decision by throwing you a pity party.”

“When did you get so caught up in saving the
world?” I ground out. “You’re the one who wanted nothing to do with
this mission.”

“I guess things changed when I saw what the
enemy is capable of. This is important, Taylor. Our task
matters.”

“Fine. You can be a hero if that’s what you
want. I’m going back to Jersey.”

“You can’t. Your parents don’t live there
anymore.”

“Watch me.”

She crossed her arms and glared down at me.
“You’re afraid,” she stated. “You, who are so fond of calling Mike
a coward. But Mike isn’t the one bailing on us, is he?”

I wanted to shut her up, to stop the flow of
accusations. I considered stalking away, but the effect wouldn’t be
nearly as grand with a blanket wrapped around me. And I certainly
wasn’t about to drop the blanket.

“What will happen if we fail, Taylor?” she
went on. “Are you willing to risk that? What if everyone gave up?
Can you imagine a few Churkons loose in your precious New Jersey
suburb with no one willing to take them out?”

I refused to speak. She made a sound of
disgust in her throat. “If you go home, you’ve already failed.
Because you’ll never know what you might have been capable of.”

I glowered at her, wishing with all my heart
that someone else, anyone else, had stolen that cheeseburger.

****

Breakfast was a quiet affair the next
morning. Elena seemed distracted as she ate her dill pickles, and I
hardly tasted the ham and bacon quiche Ranofur set before me.
Ranofur showed no emotion, but Mike surprised us all when he came
bubbling out his door flashing a toothy grin. The Mozart costume
was gone, replaced by a black T-shirt overlaid with a denim vest,
baggy jeans, and an Oakland Raiders ball cap twisted sideways on
his head.

Elena raised one eyebrow. “I know I’m going
to regret asking, but why on earth are you dressed like a
homeboy?”

Mike splayed his fingers and crossed his arms
over his chest in a hip hop pose. “Because today I’m Lecrae.”

I moaned and let my face drop into my
hands.

“And because I’m going to New Jersey with
Taylor,” he finished.

“Oh no you’re not.” I straightened in my
seat. Obviously, someone had filled him in on last night’s
conversation.

“Taylor, Taylor,” he said, “I know we’ve had
some difficulties, but I’m not about to abandon the child whom it
is my sworn duty to protect.”

“I’ve had all I can take of your protection,”
I declared. “You are not coming with me.”

He sobered. “I’m afraid you’re powerless to
stop me.”

“Fine,” I said with an icy stare. “Come if
you have to. But don’t expect me to speak to you, to look at you,
or to acknowledge you in any way.”

A flicker of pain crossed his face, but he
nodded. “So be it. And since you are penniless, I made arrangements
for our flight. We leave at noon.”

I grudgingly conceded, hating that I was at
his financial mercy.

“So, you were serious about leaving,” Elena
remarked, swirling a cup of coffee between her fingers.

“Dead serious.”

“Huh. I didn’t think you’d go through with
it.”

I smirked at her pensive expression. “Were
you hoping I’d stay? Afraid you can’t get along without me?”

There was no humor or anger in her response,
which took all the fun out of provoking her. “We need you, Taylor.
You were chosen for this task. We all were, because we all
contribute something unique. If you leave, our chances of success
diminish.”

I studied her. “You’re really going to
stay?”

She shrugged. “You know what will happen if
Swain gains Findul’s fire. If there’s a chance that Ranofur and I
can stop him, I’m staying.”

“How very noble of you.” My tone had turned
bitter. “Suit yourself, then.”

I rose from the table in a cold fury. If she
had scolded me, belittled me, or screamed at me, I could have
accepted it, but I wouldn’t tolerate such self-righteous
judgment.

Mike and I took our leave a short time later.
It was a quiet farewell. Ranofur laid a gentle hand on my shoulder,
his eyes communicating all the regret he didn’t vocalize. I passed
the sword to him without a word.

Elena never looked up from her cold cup of
coffee; neither did I glance at her. I simply walked out the door
with Mike on my heels, heading back to the life I had left so
unwillingly only a few weeks before.
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Consorting with Angels Puts You on Hades’s
Most Wanted List

 


I slept for most of the plane ride. I guess
my body was still healing after my brush with death. I didn’t care.
It made the time pass quicker and gave me an excuse not to speak to
Mike.

Dusk had settled by the time we landed at JFK
International. Then it was a few hours by train back to Somerville,
the quiet little borough in which I grew up. Since my iPod was at
the bottom of the Pacific Ocean, I did some people-watching and
tried to figure out what I was going to do when I got home. For
starters, I thought I’d visit my best friend, Shaun Runyon. He’d
let me hide out for a few days till I formulated some sort of
plan.

Shaun lived in a neighborhood near the middle
school, only a few blocks from the train station. As I passed under
the lights of Main Street, I was overwhelmed by the familiarity of
it: the shops, the restaurants, the Twin Towers clock memorial, the
courthouse, the old First Reformed Church. I knew every tree, every
crack in the sidewalk. This was my town. This was where I
belonged. Not in the Dominican Republic. Not traipsing all over the
globe. Here, in Somerville. I felt like I’d been away a
lifetime.

Mike walked several yards behind me,
displaying some tact for once by not intruding on my homecoming.
The night was mild, and I breathed in the moist fragrances of
spring. Even though I couldn’t see them, I knew the trees were
budding and the daffodils would be blooming in the yard I once
called my own. I passed Jake Gonzales’s house and recognized the
spicy scent of his mother’s chicken fajitas. I’d eaten them often
enough.

For a moment, I considered knocking on Jake’s
bedroom window but thought better of it. One of his many siblings
was bound to discover me. Then Mrs. Gonzales would feel obligated
to call my mother. No, I’d stick to my original plan. Shaun only
had one brother, and Kyle was currently away at college. I was
nearly to his house anyway.

When I turned onto West Cliff Street, I
waited for Mike to catch up. I hadn’t spoken to him since we left
the hotel that morning. Now I warned him in the sternest voice I
could muster, “My friend’s house is three doors down. I’m going to
spend the night there. I don’t care what you do, but if you follow
me, stay out of sight. I don’t want to have to explain the past six
days.”

“Done,” Mike answered.

“Are you invisible? I can still see you.”

“Shaun can’t.”

I narrowed my eyes. “How do you know—?” I
started to ask before I remembered the angel had been following me
for years. “Oh, right.”

I put Mike out of my mind and walked up the
street. Shaun’s house was an old two-story with a porch that
wrapped around the front. His bedroom was on the second floor,
above the porch roof. I picked up a handful of pebbles and pelted
his window before shimmying up the corner roof support.

“Taylor?” Shaun whispered sleepily through
the newly opened window. “What are you doing here?”

Shaun and I had been hanging out together
since kindergarten, when he used to whisper the right shape or
color every time I got stuck. He breezed through school, but he
maintained such a cavalier attitude and caused enough mischief that
it was easy to forget he was brilliant.

“Just let me in and I’ll explain.”

I squeezed through the small space as quietly
as I could, basking in the relief that washed over me upon reaching
this familiar sanctuary. Somerville, Shaun, this room, they all
represented the normalcy I’d taken for granted before stumbling
into Davy’s sinkhole. “You don’t know how good it is to see you,” I
told Shaun in a quavering voice.

“Dude, you’ve only been gone a few weeks,” he
replied. “What happened?”

I longed to tell him, to lift the load from
my shoulders, but I knew Shaun would think I’d gone mental. Then
he’d tell his parents, and what I needed more than anything was
time to think things through. “Shaun, promise me you won’t tell
anyone I’m here.”

“Sure, whatever,” he said, squinting at me.
“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine now.” I sighed and flopped down at
the foot of the bed. It felt so good to relax, to be safe. “It’s
been a really long couple of days.”

“Why’d you leave?” Shaun wanted to know. “The
Caribbean can’t be that bad, can it?”

I cut my eyes at him. “You have no idea.”

“Oh, come on,” he grinned. “Sunshine,
beaches, girls in swimsuits.”

“Try sunburn, classrooms, and one girl in
particular that I’d like to—” I made a strangling motion with my
hands.

Shaun’s grin widened. “Sounds like someone
has a girlfriend.”

I lifted my chin coolly. “I hope you’re
referring to Jennifer Williams.”

He guffawed. “In your dreams.”

“She isn’t seeing anyone, is she?” I asked,
too eagerly.

Shaun rolled his eyes. “I don’t think so, but
I haven’t been on any Jen patrols since you left.”

My vision got a little blurry just thinking
of my crush of the last two years. “Maybe I can see her while I’m
here.”

Shaun sat down on the bed beside me. “How
long are you staying?”

“Forever if I can manage it, but don’t worry.
I’ll only put you out for a few days. Can you hide me that
long?”

I knew Shaun wouldn’t let me down. “No
problem. Do your parents know you’re here?”

I shook my head. “But I had their permission
to leave. At least I had Mom’s. I haven’t seen much of Dad
lately.”

“Is that what this is about? You mad at your
old man?”

I almost laughed. How simple that would be!
But I latched onto the answer he provided. “Sometimes I wish he
could find as many good things to say about me as he does about
Bobby’s motocross and Jessica’s grades.” At least that much was
true.

But Shaun wasn’t buying it. Not totally. “It
never bothered you enough to run away before.”

He was forgetting the time we both packed our
bags when we were nine. We boarded the train, got to the next town,
and turned around. Our parents never even knew we were gone.

I shrugged. “Moving has been harder than I
thought. I guess I just wanted to come home.”

He let it go. “So now that you’re back, what
are you going to do?”

That was the question, wasn’t it? One I’d
already spent two weeks before the move trying to solve—with no
success. I scrunched up my face. “Maybe Mr. Tomlinson will give me
back my paper route. I can mow lawns and deliver groceries. And the
weather is getting warmer. I can sleep in sheds and picnic
shelters. You know, move around.”

“Right. What are you going to eat?”

I shrugged. “Cereal, potato chips. Stuff I
don’t have to cook.”

Shaun was looking more and more doubtful.
“What about showers? If you want to see Jennifer Williams without a
clothespin on her nose, you’re going to have to hose off
sometimes.”

“I can swim in the river a couple times a
week.”

“If anyone recognizes you, you’ll be carted
off to social services,” he warned.

“I’ll avoid everyone I know.” Somerville had
over ten thousand residents. Surely I could hide out in a town that
size.

“Then what’s the point of coming home?”

I blew up at him. “I don’t know, Shaun. I
haven’t got the details worked out yet.”

He looked ashamed at once. “Sure. Sorry.
Well, whatever you need, you got it.”

I relaxed again. “Thanks,” I said with a
tired smile.

Shaun found me a sleeping bag and, even
though my brain was crowded with things to worry about, I fell
asleep at once. That meant I was awake the entire next day when
Shaun was away at school.

“Just shove your bedding under my bed,” he
told me before he left, “and hide in the closet if you hear my mom.
But you won’t. She only comes in when my room is clean, and she
only makes me clean it on Saturdays.”

I took in the array of junk food wrappers,
text books, graphic novels, electronics, and miscellaneous clutter
that covered every surface. “You did all this since Saturday?” I
asked in amazement. It was Monday morning.

He grinned. “One of my many talents.”

I spent three days hiding out in Shaun’s
room. I had intended to fill the hours by formulating a plan, but I
got distracted by Shaun’s Gameboy. Then I noticed a few new
editions in his stack of comic books that I hadn’t read yet. I even
blew through the first half of a paperback that had been tossed in
a corner.

When I heard Mrs. Runyon drive away in the
early afternoon of that first day, I sneaked downstairs and made
myself ten peanut butter and jelly sandwiches that I stashed in my
hideout just in case the opportunity didn’t present itself again. I
was real careful to clean the knife and put everything back where I
found it, except the missing food. I hoped Shaun’s mom didn’t get a
sudden hankering for peanut butter toast.

After my late lunch, I read another comic
book. I was a little embarrassed when Shaun came home and I didn’t
have a single new idea to share with him.

The next two days I tried, I really tried to
come up with a list of solutions. I forced myself to sit down with
a pen and notebook and do some brainstorming, but I was walking the
same path over and over again. Every idea I came up with was one
I’d though of—and crossed off—before. I just didn’t see any legal
way to make it on my own. Fortunately, Shaun didn’t ask again.

On Wednesday, Mike suddenly appeared in the
room with me. I hadn’t seen him since I’d left him on the street
several nights before. “Where have you been?” I asked, not really
caring.

He twitched his head at the wall. “In Kyle’s
room. Figured he wouldn’t be home before the weekend. Come up with
anything yet?”

I bristled at the question and drew an arm
over the empty notebook page. “I still have time.”

He shrugged. “I was wondering if you’ve given
any thought to rejoining Ranofur and Elena.”

“I would rather check myself into an
orphanage,” I retorted.

He shoved his hands deep into his pockets. He
still wore his hip hop clothes. Of course, the first time he could
actually blend into a crowd would be when I needed him to keep out
of sight. I tried to ignore him, but by the way he hovered at my
elbow, I knew he wasn’t done talking yet.

“Taylor,” he began, “I know it can be really
hard when you want so badly to be good at something and you just
aren’t. Believe me, I know.”

I didn’t respond. He didn’t seem to expect me
to.

“But that doesn’t mean you’re without talents
or that you can’t succeed.”

“Is that why you think I left Vancouver?” I
asked.

“I think you’re afraid of failing.”

“You must have had a talk with Elena. She
thinks she’s some kind of warrior hero since she took down a couple
monsters.”

“She hasn’t acted at all unreasonably.”

I wasn’t admitting to that. “Think about it,
Mike. We are trying to take out a pirate who can’t die. We have to
save a volcano but we don’t know when it will be attacked. And we
have to stop a sub with a hundred soldiers onboard and we don’t
even know where it is. You think I’m afraid of failing? That’s not
it at all. I know we’re going to fail. I don’t want to lose
my future to a doomed mission.”

“You’re giving up too easily,” he
insisted.

“Too easily?” I yelped and had to remind
myself to keep my voice down. “Too easily? You call a Swaug, a team
of Churkons, and a Wasitter easy? Not to mention an assassin, a
mountain troll, and a guardian angel who tried to kill me.
Nothing’s been easy.”

Mike’s face turned red, but he persisted.
“There is a way to succeed. We can do it together. You’ve been
chosen for this mission.”

“The One of Two Names?” I asked
caustically.

“Exactly!”

I had lost all faith in the prophecy. “This
conversation is over,” I announced, turning away. And that would
have ended it, except he kept talking.

“You’re making a mistake, Taylor. We’ve all
made mistakes. You, me, Elena, even Ranofur.”

He waited for my response. When none was
forthcoming, he continued hesitantly. “I’ve never told you what
happened at the tree all those years ago—”

My curiosity got the better of me. I looked
up. At that moment, Shaun burst through the bedroom door. Mike and
I jumped up like a couple caught smooching when the light was
flicked on. “Dang it, Shaun! You just about gave me a heart
attack.”

Shaun glanced around the room. “Who were you
talking to?” he asked.

That’s when I remembered he couldn’t see
Mike. “Uh, no one. Just myself.”

“Well do it a little quieter or my mom is
going to hear you.”

“Right. Sorry.”

“She’s gone. Don’t worry about it.” His
entire face lit up. “Hey, at school today a bunch of us decided to
meet for ice cream and walk down to the park behind the fire
station.”

“So?”

“So,” he repeated, “Jennifer Williams is
going to be there.”

I hesitated. “What if someone sees me?”

He blew his breath out impatiently. “If
you’re going to live in Somerville, you’ll have to come out of
hiding sometime. It’s just Jake and a few of the guys; they won’t
squeal.”

I smiled. “And Jennifer?”

“You got it.” He slugged me in the shoulder.
“Come on!”

I reached for my fleece.

“I don’t know about this, Taylor,” Mike broke
in. I startled at the sound of his voice. “It might not be
safe.”

“What do you mean?” I asked out loud.

Shaun looked at me oddly.

“Uh,” I floundered, trying not to look at
Mike. “I mean, when are you going?”

He grinned. “Give me ten minutes.”

“Great!” I answered and cut my eyes at
Mike.

“I mean,” Mike replied, “it might not be safe
for you on the streets. You’re a marked man. If you go out in
public, it’s only a matter of time before the enemy finds you.”
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“What?” I exclaimed.

Shaun narrowed his eyes. “Are you sure you’re
okay, Davis?”

“I’m fine.” I laughed nervously. “I’ve been
having way too many conversations with myself the last three days.
I, uh, have to use the bathroom.” As soon as Shaun turned away, I
grabbed Mike by the arm and dragged him from the room.

“What do you mean I’m marked?” I demanded in
a fierce whisper once we hit the hallway.

He shrugged. “You’ve come in contact with
supernatural beings. You’ve interacted with me and Ranofur and with
the enemy. That makes you fair game.”

“You mean I’ll be hunted by these things for
the rest of my life?” I burst out.

“Yeah, pretty much. I didn’t want to tell you
before. I figured you’d come around and the whole point would be
moot. ”

So, even though I’d left the quest, the quest
hadn’t left me. “I’m going to see Jennifer,” I ground out between
clenched teeth.

“Then I’ll come with you.”

I knew there was no way to get rid of him, so
I sighed in resignation.

The Sundae Scoop was located in Somerville’s
downtown shopping strip on Main Street. It felt awesome to escape
Shaun’s room and walk down the street in warm daylight. It was even
better to surprise my friends. Four of them were sitting around a
circular table outside the shop’s back door, including Jennifer,
who looked sensational with her sandy blonde hair pulled up in a
messy knot, and her best friend, Tasha. I marched right up to the
group like I’d never left. “Hey, guys. What’s up?”

Conversations stopped and I was flattered by
the looks of happy disbelief I’d prompted. Jake jumped up from the
table and knocked my fist with his own. “Davis! What are you doing
here?”

Terry Blackstone, who sometimes hung with our
group, grinned. “Dude! I thought you were supposed to be in the
Caribbean or something.” He tossed his ever-present basketball at
me.

I caught it. “I was. I’m sort of on holiday,”
I explained, dribbling a few times before tossing the ball
back.

“Don’t tell me,” Terry joked, “you’ve already
got a whole lineup of Bahama babes worked out for when you get
home.”

“Uh,” I sneaked a look at Jennifer, “not
exactly.” Jennifer seemed as pleased to see me as the others.

“Shut up, Terry,” Tasha broke in. “Taylor’s a
nice guy, unlike you dorks.”

I grinned. It felt just like old times.

Shaun pulled me toward the order window and a
few minutes later the six of us, seven including Mike, were headed
for the park with our ice cream in hand.

A small brook wound past the east end of the
shopping district and flowed away to the Raritan River south of
town. The city maintained a narrow strip of greenery around the
brook with a bike path that meandered between neighborhoods. We
followed the path to an open area with a pool, a basketball court,
a playground, and a ball diamond. The pool wasn’t open yet, but a
few tables had been placed under the picnic shelter. We perched on
two of them, facing each other.

“So, Taylor. ¿Ya puedes hablar español con
fluidez?” Jake asked.

I looked at him blankly and he laughed.
“Never mind, you answered my question. You need to work on your
Spanish.”

I blew out my breath in defeat. “You got that
right. I spent three days in school not knowing a single thing that
was said to me.”

“Only three days? You’ve been gone three
weeks. They must be heavy on vacations down there.”

“Ah,” I backtracked. “I mean it was about
three days before I started catching on to anything. I’m still
universally known as the American idiot.”

Jake laughed again. “You’ll get it. Then when
you come back, you and I can speak and none of these morons will
know what we’re saying.”

Terry bounced his basketball off the back of
Jake’s head. “I can do my talking on the court, brother. You up for
the challenge?”

“You’re on.”

“Shaun, want in?” Terry asked.

“Not today,” Shaun answered with a sidelong
glance at Tasha, who sat very close to him.

“Right.” Terry winked. “How about you,
Davis?”

I shook my head. “I play basketball worse
than I speak Spanish.”

“Ah, I seem to remember that.”

He and Jake strode away across the grass, and
I tossed my empty ice cream cup into a trash barrel. An awkward
silence descended on our diminished group. Tasha was making doe
eyes at Shaun, who didn’t seem to remember anyone else was
nearby.

I turned to Jennifer. “Do you want to walk
down to the brook?”

She tucked a stray wisp of hair behind her
ear and smiled. “I’d like that.”

We easily fell into step together. Spending
time with Jennifer was always comfortable. We had grown up three
doors apart. There were even a few embarrassing bathtub pictures of
us floating around. Once we started school, however, we learned
about cooties and developed our own sets of friends. I didn’t see
her much until junior high, when I suddenly hoped we could share
cooties. She didn’t have the same idea. That’s probably why we
stayed friends.

The brook ran past the back edge of the park,
just a hundred yards away. We stopped under a copse of box elder
maples that had almost fully leafed out. Unlike Elena, the top of
Jennifer’s head only reached my eyes. I broke the ice. “How long
have Shaun and Tasha been together?”

“They’re not, but Tasha’s hoping.”

“Shaun doesn’t seem to be objecting too
loudly.”

She chuckled and leaned back against a tree.
“I didn’t expect to see you so soon. What’s it like in the
Dominican?”

“Hot and foreign and lonely.”

“Is that why you came back?”

“Yeah, pretty much.” The sunlight caught
Jennifer’s hair, pulling out strawberry highlights.

“Where are your folks staying? I’m sure my
mom will want to get together. She still picks up the phone ten
times a day before she remembers you guys moved.”

I kicked my toe against the tree trunk. “Um,
my folks aren’t here exactly.”

Something in my manner tipped her off. She
straightened. “Taylor! You didn’t run away, did you?”

“Not exactly—” I began.

“But your parents don’t know you’re here.” It
wasn’t a question.

“Well, no.” I sighed and glanced back at
Mike, who had followed at a considerate distance. “It’s
complicated.”

She waited like she expected me to go on, but
I shook my head. “If I told you, you’d think I was crazy.”

She relented, but I could tell she didn’t
want to give up the line of questioning. “Okay, I won’t say
anything. But if you need to talk…”

“I’ll keep you in mind,” I answered with
relief and began strolling along the creek bank. She followed. I
wish I dared to grab her hand.

“I am glad to see you, you know,” she said.
“It’s strange your not being right down the street anymore. I guess
I got used to that.”

Those words put an idiotic smile on my
face.

“And the walk home from school still seems, I
don’t know, incomplete.” She laughed. “I keep thinking you just got
another detention and you’ll be back tomorrow.”

“I didn’t get that many detentions,” I
protested.

She raised her eyebrows.

“Well, they were usually Shaun’s fault,” I
amended.

“I’ll give you that.”

We had reached the point where the brook
flowed under High Street when my belt started vibrating. I glanced
around in alarm. Jennifer and I were the only people in sight. The
bike path that had followed the sidewalk around the playground now
converged with the water once again. I looked up the path and back
but saw no one. I glanced at the sky. Clear. Maybe the belt was
malfunctioning.

I started to cross the road, stepping around
an orange tabby that had planted itself firmly on the crosswalk.
“Don’t step on the cat,” I cautioned.

She laughed again and playfully slapped my
arm. “You’re so weird, Taylor.”

I froze. “You do see it, don’t you?”

The cat started bulging like a tire about to
blow. Its legs stretched into long, snaky appendages. The whites of
its eyes grew milky yellow. Orange fur solidified into leathery
skin the color of an old bruise. I knew what this meant.

I pushed Jennifer behind me and fumbled for
my sword before I realized I’d left it with Ranofur. Digging
frantically through the Dim-ex panels on my belt, I searched for
any other weapon I could find. All I had was a dagger.

Mike was beside me in an instant. “Jennifer,
get under the bridge,” he commanded.

She looked at me. “Who’s he?”

The muscles in my face felt strained. “A
friend,” I answered brusquely. “Just do what he says.”

She backed up a few steps in confusion.
“Taylor, what’s going on?”

“I’ll explain later. Just go!”

She retreated and Mike and I faced the Swaug.
It hunkered in the middle of High Street, dangerous but not fully
formed. Still, I didn’t dare attack with my stubby blade. I
hesitated at the farthest reach of its ropy arms.

“Do something,” I urged Mike.

He shifted nervously. “Er, like what?”

I glanced at him sidelong. “Don’t you have
something you can throw at him?”

He pulled an apple out of his shirt.

I scowled. “Something a little more
deadly?”

He twitched his shoulder. “In all the
excitement of the Wasitter attack, I, uh, sort of forgot to
restock.”

I stared at him. “You followed me across the
country, knowing full well that I was a marked man, and you forgot
to bring a weapon?”

The first strike saved him from answering. A
tentacle flicked with such speed that I didn’t even see it coming.
I maintained the hold on my weapon, but the blow sent me tumbling
over the railing of the bridge and into the water below.

“Taylor?” There was fear on Jennifer’s face
now. It magnified tenfold as the bridge started to crumble
overhead. I could see the powerful arms that wrapped around the
structure, warping steel beams and cracking pavement that fell away
in large chunks, but she couldn’t.

“Watch out!” Mike screamed.

I grabbed Jennifer and pulled her out of
harm’s way. She fell headlong into the water. Her hair tie came
undone and tumbled soggy tresses across her face.

“Get out of here, Jennifer,” I pleaded. “Run
for the trees. It’s not safe here. I’m not safe!” The truth
of my words hit me like another blow. My presence put my friends in
danger!

Jennifer paused to stare at me through wide,
frightened eyes before she fled to the cover of the greenway. It
was the image I would carry away with me.

I rose and grasped my knife tightly. I was
furious—furious at the unfairness of it all, furious that I’d been
singled out for this job, and furious that the Swaug had almost
killed someone I loved. I seethed, but I knew there was no way I
could defeat the monster without help.

The Swaug waited motionless in the road,
watching me. Mike was nowhere to be seen. I was on my own.

I advanced, heart thundering, chest heaving,
every nerve fiber tingling. My vision narrowed till all I saw were
the vicious yellow eyes glaring back at me. The Swaug and I were
the only things left in the world, and one of us wouldn’t be
leaving Somerville the same way we entered it.

I crouched at the edge of the monster’s
reach, my weapon nearly worthless. I hadn’t even the four-foot
reach of a sword. I would have to fling myself at the creature’s
vitals. My thrust would have to be hard and fast, my timing
perfect.

The monster held perfectly still, waiting,
taunting me. As we took measure of each other, a movement far down
the road caught my eye. A car was approaching. A heavy, old style
Malibu. The creature hadn’t yet seen it, and the driver could not
see the creature.

A crafty smile touched my lips and I inched
around to the right, willing the Swaug to follow. Little by little
I turned it away from the rapidly approaching car. I tensed. Just a
few more seconds…

There was a crunch of metal and a roar of
pain. At the same moment, I flung myself onto the creature and
plunged my dagger into its body. It jerked violently, tossing me to
the edge of the pavement before it shuddered and melted into a
puddle. Green goo trickled away to wherever it was monsters went to
regenerate.

Mike was at my side in an instant, tugging me
to my feet. “That was awesome, Taylor! In all my millennia, I’ve
never seen anything like it!” He laughed out loud, slapping me on
the back and nearly sending me back to the pavement.

A disheveled, middle-aged man leaped from the
car. “What the Sam Hill just happened?” he demanded, looking over
his crumpled car with crazed eyes. “There was nothing there! At
least, not until this flying boy leaped in front of me and flew
away again.” His eyes flickered between my unharmed body and his
car, trying to work out the details.

Mike had already regained his composure.
“Flying boy? Sir, have you been drinking?” he asked in a
patronizing tone of voice.

The man’s face grew redder. “What?!” he
stormed. “No, I haven’t been drinking. I’m on my way home from
work.”

I intervened. “I think what you saw was me
getting tossed into the air when the bridge buckled. It must have
struck your car, too.” I looked into the shallow chasm that had
been the overpass. “Be glad it didn’t happen a moment later.”

The fellow’s face paled as he followed my
gaze.

“Must have been a structural weakness,” Mike
observed. “Set off by a slight ground tremor, perhaps, or the
vibrations of an approaching automobile.”

The man sighed and pulled out a cell phone.
“How do I explain this to my insurance company?”

With the skill of a pickpocket, Mike slipped
a large bill into the man’s jacket pocket as he turned to pace the
length of the accident site.

I leaned against the car’s crumpled fender. I
could hear an oldies station playing on the radio through the open
door. “So, is this what I should expect every day for the rest of
my life? Raging monsters and friends scurrying for cover?” I shook
my head in disbelief. “I wasn’t even outdoors for an hour.”

“I told you before, we don’t usually see the
enemy on consecutive days. But, yes, you’re a superhero now,
Taylor. Part of a supernatural team. Taking out monsters is what we
do.”

“It’s not what you do,” I said darkly.

Mike mumbled something and jerked at his
collar.

I sighed. “I don’t want to be a hero. I’m no
good at it. I’ve failed in every battle I’ve been in.”

“Every battle but one.”

I shrugged. “I would have been dead if the
car hadn’t happened along at just the right moment.”

“Ah, but it did. And you had the wits to use
it.”

I glanced around. “All this, it’s going to
keep happening, isn’t it?”

“I’m afraid so,” Mike agreed.

We leaned against the car in silence, arms
crossed, listening to Chuck Berry belt out “Johnny B. Good.” The
song ended, and a news announcer began reading off abbreviated
reports.

“In other news,” he continued, “a motorcycle
gang caused substantial damage in Eureka, California this
afternoon. Witnesses report that several dozen gang members mounted
on Harley Davidson motorcycles rode into town after lunch. After
loitering near the Old Town waterfront for several hours, the gang
became destructive, defacing several buildings and disturbing the
peace. Police were called to the scene, but the gang had already
cleared the area. Police pursued the suspects across the bay to the
Fairhaven docking facilities where they found only abandoned bikes.
It is unclear what happened to the gang members, as no ships were
detected in the area. An investigation is underway. No one was
injured in the disturbance.”

The announcer moved on to traffic updates,
and Mike looked at me significantly. “An underwater ship, perhaps?
Only Raybold metal is undetectable by human devices.”

I shoved my hands in my pockets and gazed
around my hometown. The wrecked car, the crack in the bridge, the
hair tie that had snagged in the brook. My friends lived here.
America was filled with small towns just like mine. Elena was
right; someone had to stand up to these creeps.

By the time my eyes worked their way back to
Mike, I had accepted the inevitable. “Okay,” I sighed. “Let’s go
back.”


 



Episode 6

 


Lesson #23

Camping Calls for Industrial-Strength
Toys

 


The plane ride back to the West Coast was
almost as quiet as the trip to Somerville. Before leaving town, I
slipped letters into Shaun’s and Jennifer’s mailboxes in which I
tried to reassure them of my safety without explaining any details.
Jennifer, I was pretty sure, wouldn’t believe a word of it. My
parents would probably be receiving a very interesting phone
call.

I left my hometown with a heavy heart—a
feeling that followed me to New York City and then into the air. I
didn’t know if it was regret for the normal life I’d lost, terror
at the events that awaited me, or fear that I’d make an idiot of
myself yet again. Perhaps it was a mixture of all three.

Mike seemed to sense my thoughts. Somewhere
over the Great Plains, he slid a small gift wrapped in sparkly
silver paper onto my in-flight tray. “What’s this?” I asked.

He adjusted his Raiders cap self-consciously.
“Just a little something I picked up.”

I turned the package in my hands. It was thin
and oblong, and the contents chunked against the box when I shook
it.

“So, open it already,” Mike prompted.

I tore off the paper. Inside was the latest
model iPhone.

Mike ran a finger under the collar of his
T-shirt. “It was…uh…sort of my fault that you lost your iPod, so…”
He shrugged. “I already downloaded some of your favorite
tunes.”

It was more than a gift, I realized. It was
an apology. One I was finally ready to accept. I bit down on my
bottom lip. “Thank you, Mike.”

He nodded.

I unwrapped the earbuds and strung them
around my neck, but I paused before placing them in my ears.
“Mike,” I asked, “what happened at the tree?”

Mike blew out his breath and nodded. “I guess
it’s time you knew.” He dragged both hands down his face then
leaned back in his seat. “I think I told you I wanted to be a
pilot, didn’t I?”

“You mentioned it.”

“I’ve always loved flying, and I enjoyed
working in the stables, so when my general agent courses were
completed, I entered the pilot program. I was eager to prove
myself. I was young and foolish enough to think I was invincible.
On my very first solo flight, I thought I’d show my instructors
just what I was capable of.” His shoulder jerked in an involuntary
twitch. “I attempted some maneuvers only permitted for experienced
fliers and, uh—”

“You crashed?”

He sighed. “Yeah.”

“Was everyone all right?”

He nodded. “I was the only one on board, and
the horses were fine. Like us, it takes a lot to destroy
them—Raybold steel, or an enemy’s claws or fangs. But the chariot
ended up in the scrap heap. I was tossed out of the program.

“After that I worked a lot of different
jobs—food service, janitor, secretary, musician. I sort of floated
around, and each time I bombed out. Finally, after several
centuries had passed, agent Schmiel suggested I take an aptitude
test. I placed very high in technology sciences and reentered agent
training. This time I passed with a third class ranking.

“I had finally found something I was good at.
I developed new software, new systems, new applications, often
making myself indispensable to the commanders. I was trusted with
more and more responsibility. I also became rather arrogant. During
one project, I got busted hacking into information above my
clearance level.

“The Tree of Life assignment was given to me
as disciplinary action. It was just a temporary position—probation,
really. And since no attack had ever been made on the tree, it was
considered a low security risk. I was given the Flame of Findul,
and not one agent foresaw any trouble.”

He made a wry face. “I was angry and
humiliated. No one else, it seemed, had ever found so many ways in
which to fail. So I slacked off. I quit trying. Instead of
maintaining my post at the tree, I went fishing. I collected insect
specimens from the valley and swam in the ocean. I did some rock
climbing and—well, you get the idea. And instead of tending the
forge fire and recharging the sword as Findul instructed, I let the
fire go out. The sword went dark.

“I didn’t bother to notify my superior. After
all, the tree had never been attacked.” Mike hung his head. “The
day Davy came ashore, I was making daisy chains on the other side
of the valley. I didn’t even see him until it was too late. Then
Swain showed up and surprised us both.”

I never put it together that Mike had once
met Swain.

“We tried to stop him but he managed to swipe
a fruit off the ground. He disappeared and we never saw him
again.

“The incident sparked a lot of changes. Davy
was put on site. Additional security was installed and connected
directly to Heaven. And I was demoted and put to work doing menial
research and data entry. But just as Schmiel believed in my
potential when the others didn’t, it was also he who listened when
I told him I wanted to be assigned to this case.”

Mike looked me in the eye. “The failure at
the tree changed my perspective. I knew I wasn’t good at
everything, but from that moment on, I didn’t want to settle for
less than what I knew I was capable of. I was going to give my best
effort and fix what I had broken or die trying.

“Schmiel saw I was in earnest, and he
convinced the others to let me become your guardian.” He spread his
hands. “The rest you know. I haven’t always been good at it, but
I’ve done it with determination and a goal in mind.”

I didn’t know what to say when he had
finished. I simply stared at him, a little ashamed of the way I’d
treated him.

Mike smiled at me. “We’re a lot alike, you
and I. And I’m pleased to see that you, in your own way, reached
those same conclusions. It only took you four days, not four
millennia.”

****

Ranofur and Elena—who had also been equipped
with new phones prior to Mike’s departure—met us at the Portland
airport. Elena nodded at me and gave a half smile. “So, I hear the
Swaug let you win,” she quipped. She held up a fist that I tapped
with my own. Ranofur laid a heavy hand on my shoulder and I knew
all was forgiven.

“Let’s kick some pirate butt, shall we?”
Elena grinned.

We made our battle plans over tacos and
milkshakes. Mike pulled up a map of the West Coast on his laptop
and zoomed in on the route Swain would be navigating. “I figure it
will take Swain nearly twenty-four hours to arrive at the mouth of
the Columbia River and several more hours to reach the first dam.
That gives us plenty of time to get in front of him,” Mike said,
pointing to the first of three reservoirs that led to the foot of
Mount St. Helens. “The only way into the volcano is down through
the cone. Swain has to get from the last lake to the top of the
mountain, and the most logical route would be up these hiking paths
on the mountain’s south side.”

“If we ambush them on the mountain, we may
encounter hikers,” Elena warned. “There’s bound to be some early
season climbers on the slopes.”

“The most direct route, the one I’d guess
he’d take, is still closed this time of year.”

“We shouldn’t wait for him to get that far,”
I said. “If we take him out sooner, that would give us room to try
again if we fail.”

“We aren’t equipped to take out a submarine,”
Mike noted. “We must at least wait for Swain to surface and come to
us.”

“Then what about the first lake?” I
amended.

Mike shook his head. “Too close to
civilization.”

Ranofur was studying the map with his eyes
half-closed. “I don’t think Swain can take his submarine up the
Louis River,” he remarked half to himself. “They’ll ditch somewhere
in the Columbia and come up the tributary with the portables.
They’ll portage around Merwin Dam, travel up Merwin Lake, portage
around Yale Dam, and travel up Yale Lake. Then I think they’ll
leave their boats before Swift Dam,” he mused.

Then Ranofur nodded and seemed to reach a
decision. “The trailhead isn’t far beyond the last dam. They’ll
hike it.” He met my eyes. “Taylor was right. We should attack them
in a lake when the advantage is in our favor. But not the first
one. The second one. Here, where it narrows next to this
campground.”

Elena frowned. “What are we going to do? Swim
out and knock them from their boats?”

“Exactly,” Ranofur winked. “Anyone feel like
camping?”

****

Dusk found us pitching a tent in Cougar Park.
Surprisingly, Elena was less than enthusiastic about the idea. “You
do realize the campground doesn’t open for several more weeks,” she
noted, tapping her toe unhappily.

“That will keep away prying eyes,” Mike
answered.

“And if a ranger happens by?”

“We’ll throw a Schmiel cloak over the tent.
I’ve got one big as a tarp. The ranger won’t see a thing.”

She placed a hand on her hip and glared at
him from under threatening eyebrows. “And it won’t smell like
pastrami on rye?”

“The cloak doesn’t alter anything
supernaturally, it only hides you. Relax,” Mike assured her. “We’ll
be fine.”

“What’s with the sudden anxiety?” I asked.
“Ranger Bob doesn’t have anything on trolls or Churkons.”

“Trolls and Churkons don’t make arrests that
go on your permanent record.”

“What do you care? This is America. You live
in the Dominican Republic.”

“I would like to visit my mother again
sometime in the next fifty years,” she answered coolly.

Ranofur put her worries to rest. “Mike’s
right. No human can see through a Schmiel cloak. It takes on the
appearance of its surroundings.”

“Besides,” I said, “if we could sneak that
stuff in here without being questioned—” I hitched a thumb at a
tractor trailer pulling a thirty-foot pontoon boat rigged with a
winch and two thousand feet of aircraft cable “—chances are pretty
good the tent will go undetected.”

“And if someone spots those?” Elena
asked.

“Then that will save us the bother of
returning them.” Ranofur shrugged. “Taylor, will you help me with
this?”

I jumped at the chance to play with our new
industrial toys.

The plan was to run the cable under the
water, pull it taut when Swain’s army approached and topple them
from their boats, then round them up. But the first challenge was
laying the cable.

“How long till Swain shows up?” Ranofur asked
Mike.

“If you figure distance, current, a moderate
rate of travel, and no difficulties, my best guess is dawn,” came
the answer.

“Plenty of time,” Ranofur responded. Still,
it took much longer than I thought it would to launch the boat,
string the cable across the narrowest part of the lake, clamp the
far end to a sturdy oak, and attach our end to the chassis of the
tractor trailer. By the time we were done, the clock was
approaching midnight and I was wet and cold, even under a heavy new
parka.

Mike and Elena had hot coffee and supper
simmering over the coals for us. I wrapped my hands around the
offered mug, savoring the warmth as Elena dished out plates of
stew. The veggies were a little crunchy, and so was the chicken. In
fact; the entire entrée tasted sooty, but I plowed through mine
with no effort. Three s’mores rounded out the meal. I was warm and
full. I lay back with a satisfied sigh.

“You kids best get some sleep,” Ranofur said,
poking absently at the fire with a burned stick. “We’ll wake you if
we need you.”

We didn’t need much convincing. Elena took
the tent, and I was content to lay a sleeping bag next to the fire.
But sleep didn’t come right away. I lay listening to the sounds of
spring. It was still too cold for insects, but frogs by the
thousands chirruped in the shallows. The sky was cloudless, the
stars bright, the air crisp. My last thought as I drifted off to
dreamland was that this adventure was turning out to be much more
fun than our last ones.

Minutes later, it seemed, Mike was shaking me
awake. The frogs had grown silent, and the misty air hummed with
the distant throb of engines.

Swain’s army had arrived.


 



Lesson #24

Fishing with Aircraft Cable Reels in the
Big Ones

 


My breath froze in nervous wisps of white
vapor. The sky had lightened to a translucent gray studded with
pinpricks of starlight, and in the faint gleam I could make out
shadows moving far across the mirrored surface of the lake.

Ranofur studied the dark shapes through his
field glasses. “I count six boats, perhaps ten men in each.”

Elena stumbled out of the tent then, a
formless shape beneath a heavy coat with a ball cap pulled over her
curls. She joined me and Mike where we gathered around Ranofur.

“You all know what to do,” Ranofur told us.
“I’ll pull the cable tight. You three take the boat out and be
ready to pick up prisoners.” With that, he jogged to the beach to
start the tractor trailer. We moved more slowly to the dock.

“You nervous?” Elena asked as we walked over
the wooden planks.

“Some,” I admitted, downplaying the fear
rumbling like lava in my gut.

“Me too.” I saw the white flash of teeth in
her shadowy face. “It’s worse when you have time to think about
what might go wrong.”

The big diesel truck engine roared to life.
Ranofur shifted into gear and the cable lifted from the water,
scarring the surface with a ridge of refracted starlight. Then the
water blurred into smooth blackness.

Swain’s boats throbbed closer now. Within
minutes they would collide with the cable dangling invisibly above
the waterline.

“Do you two have your weapons?” Mike asked.
We nodded and he started the boat.

The lava was churning now, threatening to
erupt. “Do you really think this will work?” I asked. “How are the
three of us going to overpower sixty grown men?”

“Pick out their leader and put your sword to
his neck,” Elena responded immediately. “Create a hostage
situation.”

I looked at her in amazement. “You know, you
have a diabolical mean streak.”

“Oh, come off it, Davis. You’ve seen it in
every police movie made the last hundred years.”

True, but I wouldn’t have thought of it.

“Weapons ready,” Mike ordered in a low tone.
“Here they come!”

The high-pitched whine of half-a-dozen
outboard motors sounded loud in the early morning stillness. The
shadows had grown distinguishable, and a dark “V” of wake pointed
to each boat racing unerringly toward our trap.

I cringed at the first crunch of fiberglass.
Five more followed in rapid-fire succession then all was chaos. Men
catapulted through the air, shouting in pain and astonishment.
Boats overturned, motors burbled and grew still, and cries of
surprise and outrage blended with the melodic paddling of two
hundred limbs.

Mike pushed the boat into gear. The lake was
only a quarter mile in width, and we quickly glided into the midst
of the flailing, chattering men. After my plunge into the icy
Pacific, I couldn’t help feeling a pang of sympathy.

Some of the men had crawled onto the
overturned boats. Others swam in bewildered circles.

“Let us up!” one shouted. “We’ll freeze to
death!”

“I can’t swim,” pleaded another.

“Where are we? What happened?”

Elena gave the life ring an accurate toss,
and Mike addressed his captive audience. “You will all be welcomed
aboard, but first I wish to speak to your leader. Where is he?”

I was already scanning the water, searching
for the one who might be Swain. Now the bobbing heads began a
frantic swiveling.

“Who’s in charge?” they cried out. “How’d we
get here?”

“What’s going on?”

It dawned on me that Swain’s means of
recruitment hadn’t been voluntary. Apparently the cold water
snapped the men out of whatever spell had been placed over them.
Their memories of the entire event seemed to have vanished. And so,
it appeared, had Swain.

One fellow with a full beard and a round,
bald head called out, “I’m their leader. What do you want?”

Mike bowed and gestured to the ladder. “I
simply wish to invite you on deck first.”

The round head bobbed closer, and as it
climbed aboard, a round chest, round belly, and round, full biceps
followed. He was the Jolly Green Giant, only not so jolly and clad
all in black leather. I stuck the point of my blade under his chin.
“Don’t move,” I growled.

He raised his hands submissively.

Mike addressed the men in the water again.
“Now that your leader and I have made our acquaintance, the rest of
you may follow. Quietly, now. We wouldn’t want him to lose his fine
beard—or anything else.”

The men gave us no trouble as they climbed
aboard one by one. Elena stood in the back corner with her feet
propped on the bottom rung of the rail, aiming her crossbow across
the heads of the growing crowd. Mike peered into each face. He met
my eyes as the last reached safety and shook his head. Swain was
gone.

The pontoons floated low in the water. I’d
never seen so much leather or facial hair in one place. But as
ferocious as the Harley riders appeared, they were a miserable,
befuddled bunch and gave us no trouble as we escorted them back to
shore and locked them in the bathhouse.

Mike called 911 as Ranofur wired the door
shut with a short length of cable. “You’ll be fine,” Ranofur
assured them. “Help will arrive shortly.”

In a quieter voice, he addressed Mike and I.
“Swain will make for the mountain. If we hustle, we can overtake
him before he reaches the peak. And unless he has some fiendish
back-up plan up his sleeve, it will just be him and us.” He
retrieved his mace from the inside of his coat. “Where’s
Elena?”

“She was taking up the rear with her
crossbow,” I explained. “She should be right…” I spun in a slow
circle. “She’s gone!”

Ranofur’s face became grave. “Find her!”

We dashed in three different directions: Mike
to the boat, Ranofur to the truck, and me around the back of the
bathhouse thinking maybe she dodged into the women’s room for a
quick break. I knocked tentatively on the door. “Elena?”

No answer. I pushed the door in, feeling very
self-conscious. It was pitch black inside. I checked every stall;
Elena wasn’t there.

Outside, the barest sliver of light backlit
the eastern sky and cast a silver gleam over the awakening world. I
backtracked to the men’s side and knocked on the door. “Elena, did
you get locked in there?”

There was a murmur of voices, then one of the
men called out, “There ain’t no chick in here.”

I tried the tent next. It was difficult to
find beneath the Schmiel cloak, though I managed to trip over one
of the ropes and sprawl headfirst in the dirt. I waited for Elena’s
snicker of laughter, but it never came. “Elena?” I called through
the flap.

The tent was empty. I was growing
alarmed.

I crouched by the remains of last night’s
fire, no longer able to hear the angels as I warmed my hands over
the ashes. The coals had grown gray and lifeless, but the mound
still gave off heat. As I soaked in the warmth, I tried to think
where else Elena could have strayed, but even as I thought the
words I knew she wasn’t the type to wander away. Something had
happened to her. Something bad.

At that moment, a shout echoed from the other
side of the bath house. “Drop your weapons!” It was a voice I
didn’t recognize. A deep, cultured voice with a British accent. “Do
it now before I run him through!”

My gut clenched as if I’d swallowed a cannon
ball. I stole to the edge of the bath house wall and peered
around.

A man in a dark naval dress uniform stood in
the parking lot with a dagger pressed against Elena’s throat.


 



Lesson #25

Hellfire Comes in Keen-Eyed Packages

 


Mike and Ranofur were just rising from
placing their weapons on the pavement, their hands spread at
shoulder height. I couldn’t see Elena’s eyes beneath the ball cap,
but her posture was stiff and defiant.

“Let her go.” It was Ranofur.

Silken laughter rippled from the stranger. “I
don’t think so.”

Could this dapper fellow be Swain? His
uniform was immaculate, his peaked cap low over his eyes, and his
shoes polished so they reflected the rising light. I had expected
someone rascally and unkempt.

“Don’t take me for such a fool as this young
man’s namesake. Davy may squander his long life in a rocky prison,
but I have loftier plans for mine.”

It was Swain, all right. And under that ball
cap and heavy coat, he thought Elena was me! Could it be possible
he didn’t know there were four in our team?

“What do you want from us?” Ranofur
asked.

Darkness passed over the man’s face.
“Retribution for the loss of my army. But I’m not defeated yet. In
fact, you may come in very useful. You are, after all, good friends
with Findul, are you not?”

The light was growing clearer, revealing the
vibrancy of spring all around us, yet Swain’s uniform remained the
color of shadows. His sleeves were decorated with the stars and
stripes of a high ranking officer—light gray on a dark gray
background—and his shoulders were trimmed with gray braid. The Gray
Admiral, he had called himself.

Mike and Ranofur exchanged glances. “Take
what you want from us,” Ranofur called, “but let the child go
free.”

The man laughed again, evil in the form of
sound energy. “And have you two whisking up the mountain after me
as soon as I’m out of sight? Don’t be absurd. You’re coming with
me. All of you.”

Swain pushed Elena toward the tractor trailer
in front of him. “We have a long hike in front of us. It’s still
miles to the trailhead. One of you will drive us there—now—while I
hold the boy to make sure you do as you’re told.”

Without any other choice, the two angels
climbed into the rig and Ranofur started the engine. I watched them
drive away, unable to stop them.

I sank to my knees on the cold, damp earth,
my head bowed and hands covering my head. My entire team had been
taken. Only I, the least effective of them all, was left to attempt
a rescue. Our mission was doomed.

I wallowed in the dirt for several long
moments before pulling myself wearily to my feet. It was utterly
hopeless, but I had to go after them. I had no other choice.

With the light of day, I could see my
destination. The slopes of Mount St. Helens rose before me like the
hunched shoulders of a headless giant. The explosion several
decades ago had blown the entire top off the cone. I couldn’t see
the crater from this direction, but I could make out the little
wisps of smoke rising up from the underground furnace. Findul had
started early this morning.

I returned to the tent to gather what I might
need. Since I’d missed the ride to the trailhead, I’d have to hike
the whole way. I packed my Schmiel belt full of granola bars and
water bottles, grabbed extra gloves and a first aid kit, donned my
new pair of hiking boots, and prepared to follow the roadway signs
to my destination.

As I took one look back at our tent, the
rising sun cast my shadow over the invisible tarp. I could pass for
one of the thousand hikers who climbed the peak each season. I
looked so common, so unimpressive. What chance did I have? How
could I ever hope to bluff my way into the volcanic forge and free
my friends?

I had a sudden inspiration. It would involve
the release of the bikers, but it was a risk I was willing to take.
I figured they were in no condition to make trouble before the cops
arrived anyway.

After folding up the Schmiel cloak, I pounded
on the door of the bath house. “I have an offer to make.” I could
well imagine how cold and wretched they must be feeling. “I have a
fire, food, the means to brew coffee. I’ll let you out on one
condition.”

“Name it.” I think it was the Jolly Green
Giant.

“I want clothing from you that will fit
me.”

“Done.”

I grasped the cable Ranofur had twisted into
a lock. Using all my strength and the help of a fist-sized rock, I
managed to loosen it enough to release the smallest prisoner, a
wiry little fellow with a long white beard. In a matter of minutes,
I was clad in a sopping Harley Davidson T-shirt and leather jacket,
which were only a couple sizes too large, along with a red bandana
to wrap pirate-style over my hair.

The little man happily donned my dry parka.
Together we attacked the cable on the bath house door and let out
several dozen blue and chattering Harley dudes who quickly
ransacked our small camp. The fire was soon blazing, the food
devoured, and all four sleeping bags settled onto the shoulders of
the larger men.

The little fellow didn’t join the others.
Instead, he pierced me with a look of keen intelligence. “You’re
after the Gray Admiral, aren’t you?”

I jerked involuntarily and stared at him in
shock. “How do you know that?”

His eyes were smothered in wrinkles when he
smiled. “His spell didn’t touch me. I remember everything. He’s a
devil, all right. You’ve got your work cut out for you. My name’s
Hellfire.”

“Taylor,” I answered, shaking his offered
hand.

“I’m a Baptist preacher.” He let loose a
high-pitched cackle at my further astonishment. “My late wife and
I, bless her, used to enjoy cycling together after I retired.
Bikers are a tight bunch and right quick to embrace a fellow rider,
so I got to know a few of them over the years. They’re rough
fellows, and I couldn’t help but do a little preaching once in a
while. But they took it good naturedly and nicknamed me
Hellfire.

“Well, about four weeks ago I was asked to do
a funeral for a gang member. I was under strict orders to not
preach too long or hard,” he cackled again, “but an old preacher
never gives up a shot at lost sheep, so I accepted. During the
luncheon afterwards, a fellow in a gray naval uniform strode in
looking for volunteers for some job or another in exchange for
these real pretty knives.”

He held up a short, curiously shaped dagger.
The blunt side was cut into a row of jagged teeth, and the entire
blade was made of red-tinged metal.

“Raybold steel,” I gasped.

He looked at me keenly but didn’t ask for an
explanation. “I noticed that as soon as the fellows accepted the
gift and wrote down their name, they started acting funny. I can’t
explain it, exactly. They still spoke and moved freely, but there
was a new deliberateness in their motions that just didn’t seem
natural. So I followed along and pretended to be one of them.
Wasn’t too long after they all started out on a journey that ended
in—”

“—Eureka, California,” I finished and handed
back the knife.

“Keep it,” he said, with another sharp
glance. “I don’t know exactly what the Gray Admiral had planned,
but he’s an evil customer. If you’re opposing him, I’d be pleased
if you’d consider me an ally.”

I waved to the mob destroying my campsite.
“What about them?”

He chuckled. “They’ve woken from hangovers
worse than this. They’ll be fine. The cops will have a time of it,
though. Not one of them remembers a thing since the funeral.”

I studied the preacher for any sign of
falsehood, for the unnatural gleam I’d seen in my enemies’ eyes. I
saw nothing but a kind-hearted old man. I decided to trust him.
“The Admiral’s name is Bartholomew Swain,” I told him. “He took my
friends. He plans to capture the fire that will destroy the
Earth.”

He raised his eyebrows. “What can I do?”

I shrugged. “I have to go after him. I need
Swain to think I’m one of you.”

“You look too young,” he said and smeared a
sooty five-o’clock shadow across my face and chin. After darkening
my hair and eyebrows the same way, he announced, “Not perfect, but
it’ll do.”

Just then I caught sight of flashing lights
through the budding trees. I grabbed the Schmiel cloak. “Quick,” I
motioned, “under here.”

Hellfire and I dodged underneath the tarp and
slunk away as a line of thirteen police cars pulled up in the
parking lot beside the bath house. Through the fabric, we watched
pandemonium erupt in the camp. The bikers couldn’t answer any
questions, and they resisted any attempts to remove them from the
fire. Several called out their desire for an attorney. Handcuffs
came out, and the Jolly Green Giant and a few others were soon on
the ground.

During the chaos, I kept my eye on the lead
vehicle. Swain had said it was several miles to the trailhead.
“Have you ever stolen a police car, preacher?”

“Never, son, and I don’t intend to today. But
I’ll help you borrow it if you’d like,” he grinned.

It was an easy matter to slip past the line
of vehicles, empty except for one officer calling for back-up, and
sneak over to the first one. Between us, Hellfire and I spread the
tarp over the car without revealing more than our own feet. No one
even noticed as an entire vehicle was swallowed into thin air.
Hellfire took the wheel, slid the car into gear, and inched out of
the parking lot. Fifteen minutes later we pulled up next to the
tractor trailer at the base of the mountain.

“I wish I could go farther,” the preacher
told me, “but these old legs will never make the trip up the
mountain.”

“You’re sure you can return the car
unnoticed?”

“With this cloak? Easier than converting a
condemned man,” he replied. “Then I’ll check up on my friends and
see if I can run any legal interference. Who knows, maybe I’ll add
a few to my flock yet. Good luck!”

I waved at the sound of the invisible car
pulling out of the lot and turned to face the mountain.
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The peak looming above me looked close enough
to touch, but the trail map promised five miles of rugged terrain.
I set off up the Monitor Ridge trail at a good clip, hoping to eat
up as many miles as I could before the morning grew warm.

The hike proved steep and rugged but didn’t
require any Spider Man skills. It grew colder the higher I climbed.
After about a mile, I found a bolt from Elena’s crossbow. I don’t
know how she managed to wriggle it out of her pack without Swain
noticing, but it assured me I was on the right track.

After another two miles, the ground grew
thick with ash. It lay over the snow in a gray mat and gusted from
the heights. It coated my hair, stuck to the sweat on my face, and
clogged my nose. I removed the bandana from my head and tied it
around my nose. The ash also revealed fresh footprints.

Swain was moving quickly. As I crested the
tree line, I could see no sign of my friends. But Swain, I
realized, could see no sign of me, either.

After three hours of hard climbing, I neared
the rim of the crater which was drifted high with wind-blown snow.
At this point, the tracks I followed curved around to the east,
skirting the edge of the precipice for nearly a mile before
disappearing in a bare, wind-scourged ledge of rock. Cautiously, I
approached the lip of the volcano.

The snow-filled crater lay open like a bowl
of lumpy, curdled milk. I sat on the lip of the drop-off and tugged
a granola bar and water bottle from my belt. I wiped my face with
the bandana, which came away black and gray. I was pretty sure my
smeared-on stubble had traveled across my whole face. The air was
sharp and smelled of sulfur.

There were signs posted everywhere warning
hikers to stay out of the crater, but far below I could see four
figures tracking across the ice and ash. Smoke roiled from vents in
the center, but Swain kept his hostages at the edge of the bowl. As
I watched, they slipped into the cliff face and vanished from
sight.

I mentally marked the spot, using a scrubby
bush as a reference. When my lunch was finished, I slipped down the
narrow track as quickly I could and arrived at the point where my
friends disappeared. I found nothing but solid rock.

I double checked my bearings. The bush was
there, scraggly and wind-swept. Swain had led the others into the
cliff at a point just beyond it. I backed up and examined the
entire stretch of rock. Not a crack. Not a fissure. I examined it
up close and found nothing large enough to stick my hand through. I
was at a dead end.

I sat down. Where had Swain led them? Had
they walked through the rock as Ranofur and Mike had walked through
the wall of Swain’s office building? Swain was still a physical
man. I didn’t think he held such power. Elena certainly didn’t. Any
attempt to get her through by supernatural means would call down
our enemy. I glanced nervously overhead and pulled out my sword,
but my belt was quiet.

Where had everyone gone?

Just then I noticed a black lump at the base
of the cliff about twenty yards to my left. Not gray or dun colored
but soot black. I rose to investigate.

It was Mike’s Raiders cap.

There had to be a door. I rushed the rock
face with renewed vigor, tugging at outcroppings and kicking uneven
surfaces in an attempt to locate the catch. I ran my hands over the
rock till they bled. Then I began tapping the wall with the hilt of
my sword, listening for a hollow sound.

I tapped all the way back to the ball cap,
where the rock faded on contact like an image disappearing from a
computer screen. I jumped backward in astonishment, and the rock
eased back into view.

Timidly, I touched the point of my sword to
the cliff. It disintegrated, opening into a narrow crevice. I
slipped through without a thought, and the rock faded in behind me.
The tunnel was utterly dark. I reached out a hand. The entrance was
cold, solid stone.

I fought down a tremble of panic and fumbled
with my belt. The built-in flashlight soon cast a reassuring ring
of soft white light. I touched the rock wall with my sword and the
light of day grew until it overpowered my flashlight.

I turned my back on the entrance.

Within a few steps, the tunnel narrowed and
descended rapidly. I had no way to judge distance underground, but
the minute hand on my watch completed several laps as I trudged
onward by the glow of my belt. The temperature climbed steadily. I
saw no one and heard nothing but my own footsteps until I reached a
solid metal door at the end of the tunnel.

It was locked.

Immediately, I drew my sword and touched it
to the metal. Nothing happened.

I shifted uncertainly from one foot to the
other. It was positively tropical in the tunnel now. Hellfire’s
coat felt like a leather sauna, and I was pretty sure I had rivers
of sweat swabbing white streaks through my five o’clock shadow. But
I didn’t dare take off my disguise.

Now what? I hadn’t hiked for eight hours only
to give up and go home.

I sank to the ground, leaned my back against
the door, and pulled out another bottle of water. Even the rocks
felt warm to the touch. Warm and dry, as if all the moisture had
burned away. The sulfurous smell was stronger here, though the air
remained free of smoke and ash.

I emptied the water bottle in a few large
gulps and tucked it away. Had any human ever ventured this far into
the mountain before? I chuckled as I thought of Jules Verne’s
classic story, Journey to the Center of the Earth. I hadn’t
foreseen this when I read it last semester.

Rising to my knees, I tried to peer through
the lock. It was a wide slit, the only irregularity in a perfectly
smooth surface. No light came through the keyhole or through any
crack around the edges. Either there was no light on the other
side, or there was no way for that light to get through.

I ran my fingers around the edges of the
door. The metal felt warm, but I couldn’t discern where any panels
met. The entire surface felt like one smooth piece. In the white
light of my Schmiel belt, it seemed to glow faintly pink.

Should I pound on it?

I quickly rejected the idea. It would ruin my
element of surprise and probably anger whoever came to answer, if
anyone did. It might even get me killed.

I pressed an ear to the metal and heard only
dead silence.

I studied the smooth, undetectable metal of
the door. A week ago I’d never heard of Raybold steel, but now it
was becoming as common as copper. I carried several weapons forged
of it, and just that morning Hellfire handed over another. The fact
that Swain’s whole army had been issued those identical Raybold
daggers made me wonder how many others carried the deadly
metal.

I pulled the new knife out of my belt and
fingered the jagged teeth. My eyes narrowed. One of my weapons had
opened the first door. My hands trembled as I inserted the knife
into the lock. Click! The mechanism turned over and the door
opened noiselessly.

The tunnel was dark and continued just as it
had before, only now the air trembled with an intermittent throb of
distant machinery. I slunk along the wall, every synapse in my body
on red alert. The air grew more stifling. The rumbling increased.
After another mile, the tunnel broadened and pulsed with a hellish
orange light.

I slipped into a chamber that looked like the
inside of a steel mill. I shaded my eyes against the intense glow
of molten rock. From the floor rose massive machines and structural
supports strung together with thin ribbons of ladders. Giant pipes
hung from the ceiling, interlaced with a thick network of catwalks
and conveyor belts sturdy enough to move the tons of ore stashed in
bins the size of railway cars.

A river of lava roiled up from a pit at one
side of the room, flowed through a chasm down the center, and fell
away into a black void at the far end, back into the heart of the
mountain. In the center of the chamber, the river split in two and
flowed around a large, circular island. And on this island stood
ten massive cauldrons, all filled with a pulsing, white-hot
brilliance.

I’d found the forge of Findul.

Sweat poured from my face as I surveyed this
massive industrial center. The rock walls echoed with the roar of
machinery, the hiss of steam, and the creak of the mountain. The
deep thrumming of the lavafall vibrated in my chest. And then I
spotted a cage suspended from a grappling arm on the near side of
the ceiling.

A cage filled with my friends.
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Mike slumped on the floor of the cage, his
legs crossed beneath him. Elena sat beside him still wearing her
ball cap. She had threaded her parka through the bars to block the
heat radiating from the lava flow. Ranofur paced his tiny prison
like an oversized inmate. And in the corner, with his head leaning
against the iron bars, stood a brawny, strapping angel who made
Ranofur look like a small fry. It was my first look at the missing
firesmith. For some reason I could not understand, none of the
angels could pass through the metal of the cage.

I stripped off my bandana and waved it over
my head, trying to attract their attention. Ranofur saw me first.
He muttered into the ear of Findul and then discreetly pointed me
out to the others. Mike straightened and his face lit up before
Elena elbowed him into a more sober expression. The eyes of all
four were fixed on me, some more obviously than others.

Before I could even attempt to free my
friends, I had to find Swain. I mimicked searching for him with my
hand over my eyes then made a questioning gesture with my hands.
Ranofur took my meaning right away. He nodded his head at a point
near the central island. I crept into the room, edging around the
massive bins of pinkish ore.

Rounding a bend, the entire island came into
view. It was accessed by a metal bridge that spanned the lava flow.
Swain stood before the bridge on a raised platform that served as a
control room, confident and in command. He had removed his cap, but
his uniform remained fully buttoned even though the air had to be
120 degrees. The river alternately burned his face with a fierce
orange glare then left it in deep shadow.

My moment had come. I smeared the soot over
my face and tied my bandana back in place. The fate of the mission
boiled down to my ability to convince Swain I was one of his
minions. Only then could I get near enough to strike. It would be
the crowning role of my life.

I sucked in the overheated air and stepped
into the open.

Swain turned to me with a cry of surprise
that morphed into suspicion. “How did you get in here?”

I snapped to attention and saluted. In the
deepest voice I could muster, I said, “I followed you from the
boat, sir, after I escaped the authorities. I await your further
orders.” I hoped the soot and the dramatic lighting masked my
age.

His vanity overrode any doubts. “I have
accomplished my goals despite the idiocy of your compatriots.
Still, you may be of some use to me. Come see what I have
done.”

He didn’t even look at me. His hands held
open a sheaf of pages rolled out across a work table. “This is a
blueprint of my new forge. I have taken it single-handedly,” he
announced with great pride.

“Very good, sir,” I replied.

A flash of irritation crossed his face. “You
will address me as the Gray Admiral.”

He was vain and conceited. Perhaps I could
use that. “Yes sir, Gray Admiral, sir. No one else could have
accomplished it, sir.”

He scowled then, the planes of his face black
and hollow in the ghastly light. It transfigured him into a fiend
straight from the pit of Hades. He pounded the table. “They said it
could not be done! Others with power far greater than mine dared
not attempt such a feat. They put me to the test, unwilling to
grant me the authority I desire.” His eyes blazed with rage and
madness. “But I have exceeded everyone’s expectations. They cannot
deny me now.”

His face resumed its placid expression. He
turned to me. “I have thought of a use for you. You will stand
guard while I return victorious to the Pit. Strike down any who
enter the metal door.”

He moved to stand before a panel of buttons
and levers—the mechanical heart of the underground chamber—and
raised his eyes to the cage. “I thank you, Findul, for the
delightful gift of your workshop. It is a prize I have worked many
centuries to possess.”

Findul defied him from high overhead. “You
will not get away with this, Swain. Retribution will be swift and
certain.”

Swain spread his hands like a benevolent
lord. “Ah, but I have already gotten away with it, you see. You
handed it over to me for the sake of one worthless human. So much
for your beloved prophecy, eh? The One of Two Names is about to
burn in the fire he was supposed to wield, and no other man or
angel knows the location of Findul’s forge. Retribution?” he
scoffed. “Heaven won’t even know of its loss until it is overrun
with the flames of its own destruction!”

My hand itched to take up my sword, but it
could be my tongue was the more powerful weapon. I bowed low. “You
are wise and gracious, your excellency, Gray Admiral, sir, to
withhold the same judgment from your superiors. Now they must grant
you the small command you desire.”

“Fool!” he shouted. “Do you think I will be
satisfied with the pittance they would dole out? I should command
legions!”

“As you should, my liege. I mean only that
you are wise in preserving those who could instruct and share
your—”

“You think I need anyone else?” His voice
raged. “I, who single-handedly stole the greatest weapon ever
created? I, who hold the destiny of the entire Earth—the entire
universe—in my hand? Tell me, why should I share power?”

Would he be vain enough to storm Hades alone?
My nose nearly touched my knees. “With such a weapon, none can
stand against you, your greatness. You will be deified, Gray
Admiral, sir.”

I could hear the evil in his silky voice.
“Yes, I will be deified. With this one final act, I will set myself
up as a god, and all life in Heaven and on Earth will bow to
me.”

He pressed a button. Elena screamed as the
grappling arm released the cage in which she and the angels were
confined. They plummeted to a conveyor belt below and landed with a
heavy thud. Then, as I watched in horror, Swain pulled a lever and
the belt began to move.

If ever a plan had backfired...

I whipped out my sword. I hadn’t relit it—I
wasn’t even sure how—but I had run out of time. With a cry of
desperation, I drove the blade at my enemy.

Swain leaped aside, and his laughter iced my
spine. “So, you are one of them, are you?” A weapon appeared in his
hand faster than I could blink. It was a one-handed blade, smaller
than mine but more maneuverable. “Are you sure you wish to defy me?
With this sword I once ruled the seven seas. And unlit, yours holds
no peril for me.”

In answer, I drove again, slashing downward
from a high guard position. Swain ducked and drove his blade up at
my stomach. I only just knocked it away. He swung again and I
parried and danced backward beyond the reach of his sword.

This fight was different than my hacking,
confined battle with the assassin in the archives restroom. The
vast room gave us space to maneuver, and Swain fought with a
finesse I had met only during my spars with Ranofur. But this time
my life depended on my skill, and I was seriously outmatched.

He swung low. I leaped over his blade and
bore down on it before he could bring it back around. The loud
clash was swallowed by the echoes of the underground chasm.

Swain rushed again. I scrambled up the side
of a bin. Swain leaped after me, and I struck him from above. The
glancing blow knocked him free and threw me off balance. I stumbled
and went down, tearing the knee of my jeans on the jagged ore. I
regained my feet quickly. Below, Swain had disappeared.

Sweat poured into my eyes. I whipped the
bandana from my head and wiped it across my eyes. The control panel
was free! I had to stop the conveyor belt. I was preparing to leap
over the side when Swain popped up at my feet. I avoided the
slashing weapon but sprawled once more across the ore in the bin.
As I recovered, Swain cleared the lip of the container.

A metal ladder hung nearby. I pulled myself
to safety seconds before Swain’s sword lopped the bottom three feet
off the ladder. I swung onto a narrow catwalk. Swain climbed right
behind me, and I raised my sword to finish him.

At that moment Elena cried out. My
concentration was broken. I swung, but my blade hit the ladder,
glanced off the metal, and nicked a chunk out of Swain’s ear. The
pirate grabbed the side of his head, and I landed a kick that sent
him spinning into the bin below.

I sneaked a peek at my friends. Their cage
had traveled the length of the conveyor belt and tipped onto
another filled with gravelly ore. This second belt moved at a
slower pace but—I hustled across the catwalk to get a better
look—it was carrying them directly to the cauldrons on the central
island!

I scurried down another ladder, intent on the
panel of levers. I had just gained the step to the control room
platform when Swain appeared beside me. I deflected his thrust. He
grabbed my jacket with his free arm and flung me to the floor. I
rolled, met his down swing, and swiped his feet out from under him.
He fell on me, and we grappled in a heap of grasping arms and
churning legs. He was heavier and stronger than I. Getting into the
open where my speed and agility could play in my favor was my only
chance. Here in this death lock, I was dead meat.

With the combined effort of both arms and
both legs, I threw Swain off of me and scrambled through a machine
that smashed ore into small bits. Swain followed. I grabbed a
handful of broken rocks and clambered up the wall of the adjoining
machine. At the top, I paused to fling them down at the admiral one
by one. My second missile collided with his head, prompting a sharp
curse. He leaped backward into the machine’s moving parts and
narrowly missed learning what happens when an immortal man meets a
heavy, pounding steel piston. It gave me time to clamber onto a
wide ventilation duct.

The surface of the duct was curved and
slippery. One misstep meant death, but a glance revealed that my
friends were nearly out of time. The duct ran above the control
panel. If I could only get above it and drop down, I could stop the
conveyor.

A thin pipe that anchored the duct to the
ceiling blocked my way. As I swung around it, trying not to look at
the ground twenty feet below, Swain dropped down from a catwalk
above. Our renewed fight became a delicate balancing act.

He swung. I parried. He swiped at my feet. I
leaped, slashed, jumped back. He lunged. I met. I slashed. He
ducked. The battle raged on, high above the ground.

Swain had pushed me back to the anchor pipe.
I swung behind it. He paused, breathing heavily. His face twisted
in an evil smile. “My dear boy,” he said, trying to recapture that
cool, suave voice, “did you really think you could best me? I have
had this moment planned for four hundred years. You should have
joined me when you had the chance.”

I balanced my sword and did not answer.

“Heaven was foolish for sending you.” He
raised his eyebrows slightly. “I know who you are. Young Davy
Jones. The One of Two names.”

“Why does everyone call me Davy?” I growled
and swung with all my might. The blade cleaved through the thin
anchor pipe. The duct lurched, throwing us against one other. I
shoved Swain and slashed through the anchor again, freeing a five
foot section of pipe.

Elena shouted my name. The cage was only
seconds from tumbling into the vats of fire!

I raced over the duct and jammed the pipe
between two cogs in the conveyor belt. The machinery screeched, but
the cage halted with five feet to spare.

Up close, I noticed the reddish tint of the
bars. The cage wasn’t made of iron at all. It was Raybold
steel.

“Taylor, look out!” Elena yelped.

I leaped and Swain’s blade resounded off the
metal rollers. “We’re not finished, boy.” He slashed and hacked
with little thought for skill and drove me back with the strength
of his rage. The conveyor groaned. Waves of blistering heat rose
from the cauldrons below us, but we battled on, trading blows at
the lip of death.

The pace of the fight was taking its toll on
both of us. I was weary, fighting on instinct alone. Sweat poured
from my body. My blows were weak and sloppy. Only my Schmiel gloves
protected my grip from becoming slippery.

Swain sensed victory. He smiled again, his
ghastly face lit from below. “Are you ready to die, boy?” he asked.
And he lunged.

I met the attack, taking the brunt of the
blow with my sword hilt. It knocked me off balance. Suddenly, I was
leaning out over the cauldron, my arms spinning, the leather coat
cracking from the intensity of the heat.

As I was about to plunge to my death, a
powerful arm reached through the bars of the cage and snatched me
back. At the same moment, the pressure of the line snapped the
slender pipe. It shot forward, hitting the pirate directly in his
chest.

With a scream of terror, Swain tumbled into
Findul’s cauldron of fire.


 



Lesson #28

Happily Ever After Is for Fairy Tales

 


The conveyor belt rumbled free, pushing my
friends toward their deaths. I scrambled back over the ventilation
pipe and dropped onto the bridge spanning the lava flow below.
Lunging into the control room, I threw all my weight against the
lever. The machine ground to a halt with a shudder. Elena, Mike,
and Ranofur collapsed against the bars of their cell, and I melted
onto the floor of the control room.

After a moment Elena reminded me, “Taylor?
It’s really hot up here.”

“Right,” I answered. “Does anyone know where
I can find the key?”

Findul’s powerful voice called down, “You
don’t need a key. Dip your sword in a vat of flame and slice
through these bars.”

I could feel the intense heat of the
cauldrons from where I stood. I donned a pair of protective
coveralls and a face shield and stumbled over the bridge to the
island. Climbing a metal stairway that rose beside the closest vat,
I plunged my sword over the side. When I drew it back,
pinkish-orange flames licked at the blade.

The Flame of Findul had been relit.

****

Two days later, Elena, Mike, Ranofur, Findul,
Nigel, Schmiel, and I presented Davy with the relit weapon. I drew
the sword out of its protective new scabbard with a hiss of metal,
and the pirate’s eyes danced at the burning flame. “That should
make me job some easier,” he grinned, taking the weapon reverently.
He still hadn’t been making use of his shower facilities, I noticed
as a breath of sea breeze wafted through the valley. “You say you
actually bested Swain?” he asked.

“It was a team effort.” I shrugged, sharing
the moment with those standing around me. I sort of wished my dad
could have been there, though I knew it wouldn’t have changed
anything. Even if he never knew what we had accomplished, it would
still be accomplished.

Elena seemed to read my thoughts. She threw a
wink and a smile down at me.

Nigel cleared his throat. “Fortunately, the
secret of Findul’s fire was not compromised. Swain died without the
formula. We will be beefing up security around the forge and
getting Findul a secretary—” He leveled the firesmith with a stern
glare. Findul just grinned and shrugged. “—so this will never
happen again.”

“It couldn’t happen again anyway,” I replied
with confidence. “Swain is dead, and none of his cronies know where
the forge is. We can finally go home knowing we’re perfectly
safe.”

The glance Nigel and Schmiel exchanged made
my heart beat out of sync. “It is safe, isn’t it?” I asked.

Schmiel laid a gentle hand on my shoulder.
“Death is not the end,” he said. “It is only a change. A door to
something new.”

I knew that. I’d been to Heaven. But I didn’t
understand his warning or the paleness that crept over Elena’s
features.

“You have stopped Swain for now. But in doing
so, you have sent him directly to those who would make use of his
talents.” He paused, looking each of us in the eye. “We fear that
in death, Swain may become even stronger than he was in life.”

I gulped, and the sense of safety and
accomplishment I’d been basking in wafted away on the breeze.
“You’re saying our job isn’t done.”

Nigel nodded. “That is why we asked Findul to
make this.” From a scabbard at his waist he drew a sword that
looked mighty familiar. “It is the sister to the Flame of
Findul.”

I took it from his hand and hefted it. It was
as much like Davy’s sword as two weapons could be, down to the
burning edge of pinkish-orange flame.

I looked around at Elena, at Mike, and at
Ranofur. Elena’s lip had already curled up at the corners. I
thought of Jennifer, of Shaun, of a normal life in Jersey. That
life still called to me, but I had learned the most important
lesson of all: evil never sleeps. And in such a world, we have to
be vigilant. We have to stand up for what’s right. It was a choice
I already made every day. The stakes were just higher now.

I stepped back into the circle my teammates.
Lifting my chin, I met Nigel’s eyes.

“Game on.”

####

An appeal to my readers…

It’s tough for an independently published
author to gain recognition without the support of a publishing
house. It’s even more difficult to earn the respect of the literary
community when so many indies produce substandard work.

I’ve made every effort to ensure a quality
product. If you found the results satisfactory, would you let
others know? Word of mouth is the best way to overcome those
obstacles. I’d greatly appreciate any of the following:

Leave a review on 
Goodreads, even if it’s just a sentence
or two; direct others to my books; tweet; like my Facebook page; or tell teachers, homeschoolers, and
librarians that I give away free digital copies to educators on my
website.

Thanks so much for reading and for helping
me spread the word!
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Enjoy this sneak peek into book two:

Taylor Davis and the Clash of Kingdoms
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Lesson #1

When a Good Man Goes Ape, Start
Journaling

“Davis! You are so dead!”

That isn’t my favorite greeting, especially
in the murky moments before dawn which some twisted board member of
the Zander National Academy thought would be a fine time to begin
the school day. I’d trained myself to function on autopilot well
into second hour. At the moment, my head still felt stuffed with
hazy dreams. I seriously needed a Mountain Dew.

“Davis, I’m talking to you.”

I faced my pursuer and was disheartened to
find a ticked off, 6’4” Titan warrior looming over me. He jabbed a
sausage finger into my chest. “You didn’t pay your taxes.”

My benumbed brain tried to take in the
accusation. During my ten months in the Dominican Republic, Damian
Martinez had never spoken a word to me. As he was captain of every
sports team the school offered, and as I had less coordination than
a medicated squid, we didn’t move in the same circles.

I blinked in confusion. “What are you talking
about?”

Damian pressed his face close to mine. Most
of the girls fawned over his classic Latino features, but today
they were anything but pretty. “I mean, chico, this is my
door. And the sidewalk leading to it is my sidewalk. If you want to
use them, you have to pay my tax.”

“Are you kidding me?” Up to that point, the
whole exchange had taken place in Spanish, which over the course of
the year had slowly become less complex than binary code. But this
I blurted in my native English. “Aren’t you a little old to be
stealing milk money?”

The giant’s face darkened, and he lifted me
off the ground by my neck. “Habla español, idiota.”

I switched back to Spanish. “Why do I have to
pay a tax? No one else is forking out dough, you big baboon.”

I wouldn’t recommend repeating those words to
anyone dangling you a foot off the ground. My face suddenly felt
like it collided with a cement wall at forty miles per hour. I
found myself sliding across the tile floor and coming to rest in
the corner of the hallway.

“You hit me!” I rubbed my jaw in disbelief.
Damian had always seemed a level-headed sort of guy. He was even
dating my friend, Elena, who couldn’t seem to shut off the
infatuation spigot when she talked about him. “I can’t believe you
hit me!”

“I’ll do a lot worse than that!” A handful of
spectators scrambled out of the way as he lunged for me. I dove
behind a bench outside the high school office. The secretary never
even looked up. I hoped the ease of my death in front of the wide,
newly installed security window didn’t leak out to the city’s more
violent, gun-toting criminal element.

Two of Damian’s buddies pulled him off me
before he smeared any more of my blood across the hallway tiles.
“What’s wrong with you today, Rodrigues?” they asked, exchanging a
look of befuddlement. “You did even pull this kind of stunt in
primary school.”

Damian savagely fought to free himself. “You
are pond scum, Davis! You’re the fungus that feeds on pond scum.
When I get ahold of you, you are going to wish you’d never been
born.”

“What did you do to him, man?” one of his
friends asked me.

I shrugged, as clueless as they were.

The hall was beginning to fill with
bystanders. One or two began calling for a fight. “Come on,
Mendoza, let him go! Let’s see some action!” But the two boys—I
recognized them as Damian’s basketball teammates—held his arms
securely. “We’re going to be late to PE, amigo. It’s not
worth getting expelled over five bucks.”

The Titan continued to scream out threats and
obscenities as they dragged him away. Soon after, the hallway
emptied as my classmates drifted away with the air of those cheated
out of the season’s best rock concert. I slumped onto the
bench.

It wasn’t as though I was afraid of Damian.
He was nothing compared to the enemies I’d defeated last spring. I
could have easily sent him into eternity with one stroke of the
flaming sword I carried hidden on my person at all times, but there
were strict rules about who I could use it against. If my opponent
wouldn’t turn to green goo with one slice of the blade, chances
were pretty good they weren’t on the go-ahead list.

The bell rang, and the secretary popped her
head out the door. “Why are you still sitting there, young man? Get
to class. Too many tardies is a very serious offense. It could land
you in detention, or worse.”

With a heavy sigh, I retrieved my bag from
the corner in which it landed and headed for my first hour under
the woman’s watchful eye…

 


Clash of Kingdoms is now available
on Smashwords.
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Michelle Isenhoff writes for tweens
and teens. Her titles include works of historical fiction, fantasy,
and one humorous action/adventure series. When she’s not writing
imaginary adventures, she’s probably off on one. She loves roller
coasters and swimming in big waves. She’s an enthusiastic runner
and cycler. She likes big dogs, high school football games, old
graveyards, and wearing flip-flops all winter. Her dream vacation
would include lots of castle ruins, but so far she’s had to settle
for pictures on Pinterest. Once an elementary teacher, Michelle now
homeschools two of her three kids and looks forward to summer
adventures as much as they do.

Michelle is also a firm believer in the
death, burial, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. As such,
she will never include profanity or objectionable content in books
meant for children. Works intended for older readers are written
with conscionable restraint. Michelle writes in the religious genre
under her nickname, Shell Isenhoff, and shares thoughts of a more
personal nature on her blog, The
Book and the Author.

 


Visit MichelleIsenhoff.com for additional titles as well
as free downloadable lesson plans to accompany them.
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Titles by Michelle Isenhoff:

 


Song of the Mountain –
now FREE!

Semi-finalist in the
Kindle Book Review 2013 Book Awards

Nominated for the
2013 Cybils Award

Song has grown up
listening to his grandfather recite legends of the distant past.
But it is his own history he seeks to uncover, particularly the
events surrounding his parents’ deaths. That, however, is a secret
closely guarded by his grandfather. Then Song discovers an heirloom
that links him to an ancient prophecy. His destiny lies within the
old tales he has scorned. Song must follow the path that killed his
father.

Fantasy, ages
10+

 


The
Quill Pen

If you owned a
pen that wrote the future, would you use it? What if the
consequences spread like ripples in a pond? What if they raged out
of control? What if the pen demanded tribute...in blood?
Micah Randall has found such a pen. One that’s ensnared him in a
curse dating back generations. One that’s devastated two families
and now threatens his whole New England village. But how can Micah
destroy the pen when it offers him his only chance at the future he
dreams of?

Fantasy, ages 10+

Watch
the trailer.

 


The
Candle Star – now FREE!

Divided Decade Trilogy, Book One

Detroit, 1858

After a tantrum,
Emily Preston is shipped from her plantation home to her
inn-keeping Uncle in Detroit. There Emily meets Malachi who
challenges many ideas she grew up believing. But when she stumbles
upon two run-aways hidden in her uncle’s barn, Emily faces a
decision more difficult than she would ever imagine.

Historical fiction,
Ages 10+

Watch
the trailer.

 



The Color of Freedom

Nominated for the 2012 Maine Student Book
Award

Massachusetts, 1774

Meadow Wynn McKenzie hates the British.
Turned off her Irish farm and forced to book passage to America as
an indentured servant, Meadow understands why the rebels wish to
throw off the yoke of King George’s rule. But is freedom worth the
cost? And in Puritan Boston, will liberty be extended to Irish
Catholics?

Historical fiction, ages 12+

Watch the 
trailer.
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